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Abstract 
Nelson Nuñez, Jami (Ph.D., Political Science) 
Citizens, Governments and NGOs: Is Three a Crowd? 
Thesis directed by Assistant Professor Carew E. Boulding 
 
The exponential growth of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in developing 
countries is highly linked to the belief that NGOs can forward human and economic development 
while engendering democratic development.  The ability of NGOs to simultaneously fulfill these 
two roles remains an open question.  Voices critical of NGOs allege that when NGOs that step in 
mainly to fill gaps in service provision, they ultimately prevent local governments from 
developing their own adequate service provision institutions, because citizens stop holding 
government accountable and local governments fail to the build the necessary capacity for 
service provision.  
These critical concerns are the motivating impetus of this research project.  I argue that 
both the critical and supportive stories of NGOs can be true, but the most pessimistic 
perspectives that NGOs are undermining local governments are overstated.  The places where the 
possibility of NGOs crowding out government is highest where local governments are weak and 
struggling.  In these cases, it is true that NGOs can easily out-perform local governments, leading 
citizens to prefer NGO services over government services.  Yet, NGOs are associated with 
greater amounts of contact with government.  While their impact is likely to create a more robust 
relationship between citizens and government, I also argue they do little to build the government 
capacity relevant for long-term development.   
To test my arguments, I consider three different categories of effects of NGOs: attitudes 
towards government, political behavior and outcomes using access to water as a case study.  My 
iv 
work employs mixed methods to tackle these difficult questions.  Using both qualitative and 
quantitative approaches, I test hypotheses about how NGOs affect service provision and attitudes 
locally, using Peru as a case study, and across Latin America.   
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Introduction 
Nearly all articles and books about non-governmental organizations (NGOs) start with 
some version of the following extraordinary facts.  In the last 30 years, the number of NGOs in 
the world has more than quadrupled, exploding from around 14,000 to nearly 60,000 – a 330% 
increase (Union of International Associations, 2014).  Both a cause and a consequence of the 
NGO explosion was a shift in donor funding from recipient governments to NGOs.  For 
example, before the 1990s, NGOs were involved in only 6% of World Bank projects but by the 
end of the 1990s, they were interwoven into nearly one-third of projects (World Bank, 1994).  
Today, the World Bank involves NGOs in over 80% of projects (“Civil Society at a Glance,” 
2010).  Aside from involvement in bilateral and multilateral aid, such as that marshaled by the 
World Bank, NGOs draw on philanthropic funding to the tune of almost $24 billion per year, 
according to Riddell, equivalent to over 30% of overseas development aid (2008, p. 260).  As 
such, they have secured potentially permanent positions in service industries around the world.  
For example, in Cameroon and Uganda, NGOs manage almost half of the clinics and hospitals 
(Pradhan 1996, 7).   
For well over two decades, scholars across many disciplines have been working to get a 
handle on the implications of these trends.  What does it mean for citizens, governments, 
sustainability, development, and democracy for such a large flow of resources to be channeled 
through these non-state actors, who are multiplying exponentially across so many countries?  
Like the proverbial blind men describing the elephant, accounts of the impacts of NGOs range 
dramatically.   
The growth of NGOs is highly linked to the belief that NGOs, as an integral part of civil 
society, can forward human and economic development while engendering democratic 
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development.  For example, Linz and Stepan argue that “a robust civil society, with the capacity 
to generate political alternatives and to monitor government and state can help transitions get 
started, help resist reversals, help push transitions to their completion, help consolidate, and help 
deepen democracy” (1996, p. 9).  NGOs have garnered support from the political Left because 
they are believed to champion the participation of the poor and from the Right because they 
enable a form of privatization, encouraging and offsetting the down-sizing of governments in 
favor of the growth of private provision of goods and services (Appe, 2010; Bratton, 1989; 
Werker & Ahmed, 2008).   
The ability of NGOs to simultaneously fulfill these two roles of strengthening democracy 
and forwarding development remains an open question (despite the apparent confidence of 
donors expressed by the increasing amount of donor aid channeled through NGOs).  Some cases, 
such as Haiti, where the number of NGOs per capita is one of the highest in the world, cast doubt 
on the capacity of NGOs to transform underdeveloped contexts. Other cases also show a clear 
decoupling of the democracy-development connection.  For example, in Bangladesh, another 
NGO hot-spot, poverty rates have dropped while there has been no discernible shift toward more 
open and accountable government (Kabeer, Mahmud, & Isaza Castro, 2012).  
With billions of dollars backing a policy that puts NGOs at the center of development aid, 
a profound and unsettled debate remains about the best strategy to address poverty and support 
development throughout the world.  Would we see better results channeling money directly to 
governments than through NGOs?  Just as aid and NGOs have the capacity to flood economic 
3 
markets with charitable gifts and donations, such as rice and used clothes, do they have the 
capacity to flood political markets?
1
   
Voices critical of NGOs allege that they have adverse impacts on governments, 
particularly local governments that should be responsible for the provision of key services, such 
as health care or drinking water.  The concern is that NGOs that step in mainly to fill gaps in 
service provision ultimately prevent local governments from developing their own adequate 
service provision institutions.  When NGOs are providing for the needs of citizens, citizens may 
stop holding government accountable for such tasks, ultimately leading to a long-term 
dependency on NGOs and failing to the build capacity of local governments. 
In addition to the doubt about NGOs building better governance, critics see the flow of 
funding to NGOs leading to suboptimal outcomes for economic development.  The provision of 
services by NGOs creates a largely uncoordinated landscape of service providers, where multiple 
actors (both NGOs and local governments) may be effectively competing to provide services to 
some while altogether ignoring others.  Even if NGOs are not hurting the ability of government 
to provide services, they may not be helping.  From a perspective of finding the most bang for 
the “development” buck, the duplication of services requires more resources with diminishing 
return (Herfkens & Bains, 2008). 
These critical concerns are the motivating impetus of this research project.  If NGOs 
adversely impact local governments, particularly in the long-term prospects of their ability to 
provide essential goods and services, then the support of NGOs to advance economic 
development comes at the cost of developing more accountable and representative governments 
                                                 
1 For example, major NGOs such as CARE have ended their participation in the U.S. Food Aid program after 
finding that the aid floods local markets by inhibiting local farmers’ ability to compete with subsidized food support 
from the United States.  Food aid has also been linked with long-term dependency on US food aid and imports 
generally (OxFam, 2005). 
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for the poor.  These questions are problematic and difficult to answer because in many cases 
NGOs are doing what the government has failed to do.  So weighing in to say that what NGOs 
are doing is good or bad becomes complicated in terms of translating it to policy 
recommendations.   
I argue that both the critical and supportive stories of NGOs can be true, but the most 
pessimistic perspectives that NGOs are undermining local governments are overstated.  NGOs 
do not drive a wedge between citizens and governments.  According to the most critical 
arguments about NGOs, the places where the possibility of NGOs crowding out government is 
highest are where local governments are weak and struggling.  In these cases, it is true that 
NGOs can easily out-perform local governments, leading citizens to prefer NGO services over 
government services.  Even when NGOs outperform local governments, they do not necessarily 
discourage citizens from contacting local government to demand services.  This is in part 
because NGOs are usually impermanent and unpredictable, whereas citizens are generally aware 
of where to find local governments and how to approach them to make demands.  Even when 
communities receive goods and services from NGOs, they still have substantial need for 
government services.  The intermittent presence of NGOs, particularly in rural areas, is neither 
consistent nor sufficiently profound in terms of what they provide to eliminate the necessity or 
benefit of asking governments for help.  Additionally, NGOs often facilitate political 
participation by supplying resources that mobilize collective action, by providing information on 
government processes, and even in some cases directly encouraging political engagement, such 
as obtaining support from government for NGO projects.  
I contend that the most pressing concerns about NGOs are not the impact they have on 
accountability or legitimacy but rather the ways in which they influence the ability of 
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governments to invest in services. To clarify, the concern about local governments in service 
provision is not based on an assumption that they are the best or only actor that should be 
delivering services to citizens.  In fact, I argue that NGOs can play a critical role in governance. 
My focus on local government is a response the fact that across the developing world, 
decentralization has placed the responsibility for service provision in the laps of local 
governments, often without the capacity to carry out these responsibilities.   As NGOs step in to 
fill gaps in service delivery, careful assessment about the ways in which NGOs affect local 
government service provision is important.  This debate needs to focus on the long-term capacity 
for service providers to provide equitable and sustainable services to all.   
To test my arguments, I consider three different categories of effects of NGOs.  First, I 
look at whether NGOs are changing attitudes toward government by either impacting the degree 
of trust citizens have in local government or shaping their preferences for NGO services over 
government services.  Second, I consider whether NGOs are changing political behavior by 
altering the amount of contact that citizens have with local governments.  Lastly, I explore if 
NGOs are changing outcomes using access to water as a case study.  I investigate whether NGO 
activity in rural water services changes government investment and how NGOs shape the overall 
progress of extending access to drinking water to the poor. 
I weigh into this debate about what effect NGOs are having on democracy and 
development through examining the critical perspectives of NGOs particularly in areas where we 
are most likely to see these deleterious effects of NGOs.  My work employs mixed methods to 
tackle these difficult questions.  Using both qualitative and quantitative approaches, I test 
hypotheses about how NGOs affect attitudes and behavior locally and cross-nationally.  My 
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research pays particular attention to the most critical concerns about NGOs, testing hypotheses 
about the effects of NGOs in areas where we are most likely to NGOs crowding out government. 
I investigate the impact of NGOs on a local level, focusing on Peru as a case 
generalizable to many developing contexts.  Although Peru is considered a middle-income 
country that has experienced substantial growth in the past decade, pockets of Peru remain as 
poor as underdeveloped areas of Africa.  And like many countries, Peru has experienced 
exponential growth in the number of NGOs.  Alongside this trend, Peru has also begun to 
decentralize, leaving the challenges of basic public services, such as access to drinking water, to 
local levels of government. 
Peru is the focus of parts of my dissertation for another reason: the unusual access to 
information I attained through a National Science Foundation International Research 
Experiences for Students Grant.
2
  I worked for three years in teams with engineers and Peruvian 
students to research the sustainability of water and sanitation infrastructure in Iquitos and 
Arequipa, Peru.  The opportunity allowed me to look at water and sanitation-related development 
challenges over time in rural and peri-urban communities.  The grant and collaboration with a 
large research team allowed for a mixed-method approach, in which I could talk with community 
leaders, engage with NGOs active in the communities, interview local government officials, and 
conduct a large number of household surveys.   I use an explanatory mixed method research 
design, which tests the quantitative findings from the household surveys with qualitative 
approaches to increase their validity and to test the causal mechanisms that the survey 
approaches fail to capture.   
                                                 
2 NSF Grant number: OISE1065050 
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Access to drinking water, which is the focus of chapter five, features in this dissertation 
not only as a result of this unique research opportunity but also because it grounds the work in a 
particular development challenge using a sector that has been especially challenged by NGO-
government relationships.  Other sectors have been more innovative and successful developing 
NGO-government collaboration, such as the health sector (Kolehmainen-Aitken, 2000) where 
collaborations have improved health campaigns such as fighting tuberculosis (Ullah, Newell, 
Ahmed, Hyder, & Islam, 2006) and HIV/AIDS (Bukenya, 2013).  The water and sanitation 
sector, on the other hand, is characterized by fragmentation of service delivery (OECD, 2011).  It 
presents an opportunity to study a scenario where we are more likely to see NGOs crowding out 
government – not only due to the lack of progress in the sector but also due to the nature of water 
services, which tend to be more geographically bounded and territorial.  In other words, in 
contrast to other public goods like health and education where services of NGOs and 
governments can naturally overlap (for example, a school house built by one NGO, furnished 
with curriculum and teachers from the government, and supplemented with supplies from a 
different NGO), communities typically rely on one working water source.  So water provides an 
angle by which we can clearly see “claiming of territory” by government or NGOs, as well as 
duplication of efforts.   
Finally, in order to connect my findings from Peru to the larger question of the impact of 
NGOs on attitudes and outcomes across countries, I use cross-national data from a variety of 
sources: the 2005 Latinobarometer, which provides a rare measure of contact with NGOs.  The 
study of NGOs is generally hindered by a lack of quantitative data as most studies rely on 
qualitative approaches that are confined to specific NGOs and specific contexts.  This chapter 
permits one of the few cross-national analyses of the effects of NGOs and builds on a growing 
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body of research that systematically tests the effects of NGO on the political landscape of 
developing countries.  The multilevel analysis allows me to compare the findings from the 
Peruvian context, consider the wider impact of NGOs, and test how institutional contexts shape 
the impact of NGOs on citizens and local governments. 
Chapter Outline 
In the proceeding chapter, I make a case for why NGOs can impact local governments, 
demonstrating that the large and growing number of NGOs that command an increasing portion 
of development aid can place NGOs squarely in the political arena, especially given the fact that 
they tend to locate close to government and have contact with a substantial portion of the 
population.  I further organize the existing claims that portray NGOs as supportive versus 
corrosive to local governments and then lay out my arguments that form the backbone of the 
dissertation. 
Chapter three explores the effect of NGOs across Latin American countries to discern 
whether contextual factors, particularly the institutional quality of governments, explains 
variation in the impact NGOs make on the relationship between citizens and local governments.  
Using the 2005 Latinobarometer and institutional indicators from the World Bank and the 
Political Institutions Dataset, I test the competing hypotheses in the literature that NGOs hurt or 
improve trust in local government, as well as their impact on citizens’ contact with local 
government.  Across over 13,000 individuals in 18 countries, I find that indeed context does 
matter, but not in the way NGO critics may think.  Where governments are poorer, more corrupt, 
and have more unemployment, contact with NGOs is associated with higher levels of trust in 
government.  Where governments are performing better, NGOs do not seem to affect trust in 
government.   
9 
Considering whether NGOs affect the amount of contact individuals have with local 
government, I find a robust positive relationship.  Regardless of context, NGOs are related to 
more contact with government.  Further, I find that this is not an artifact of a selection effect that 
those who are more likely to approach anyone for help, government or NGOs, are the ones that 
contact NGOs.  To the contrary, NGOs are associated with more trust in and contact with 
government among the less socially trusting, and those who are less likely to be activists in their 
community.  The results are further supported by an innovative matching approach. 
Chapter four continues the focus on the effect of NGOs on attitudes and behaviors.  It 
considers the impact of NGOs in and around Iquitos, Peru.  The context is one where service 
delivery NGOs are most common, poverty levels are high, and the local government provides 
few services.  Using the household survey data I collected of 320 respondents in poor rural and 
peri-urban areas, I test whether contact with NGOs affects citizen’s preferences for government 
services and the amount of contact citizens have with local government.  I find evidence of a 
nuanced relationship between NGOs and local governments.  While citizens prefer to work with 
NGOs, once they have had interactions with them, the work NGOs are doing does not 
necessarily translate to a weakened relationship between citizens (or communities) and local 
government.  To the contrary, I find that NGOs are associated with more contact with local 
governments.   
Chapter five expands the focus on Iquitos, Peru and qualitatively explores the findings in 
chapter four.  Moving beyond attitudes and behavior, it also considers how service provision 
NGOs that are engaged in rural water services impact communities’ interactions with 
government.  For some communities, the presence of service-delivery NGOs has no impact on 
the frequency with which they ask government for help.  For other communities, NGOs actually 
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help channel these demands to make them more effective.  I also find that NGO engagement in 
water services does not drive out government involvement.  NGO activity seems to be 
encouraging government engagement, although in ways that allow the government to address 
communities’ needs without requiring the substantial investments of government-built water 
systems. Yet, NGOs are not building the government’s capacity to deliver broader, more 
sustainable rural water services in the long-term.  This has critical implications for attaining the 
new Sustainable Development Goal of universal access to water. 
Finally, my last chapter concludes with a review of the main argument and key findings 
of my work.  I take the opportunity to explore the implications of these findings, particularly as 
they relate to rural water challenges.  Lastly, I elaborate on new directions for research to 
continue building this line of research of the impacts of NGOs on local government 
responsiveness. 
Taken together, these chapters support a mixed view of NGOs.  I find little evidence that 
NGOs, particularly service delivery NGOs, drive a wedge between citizens and local 
governments.  To the contrary, where they do impact the interactions between citizens and 
governments, they are facilitating political participation.  In this way, NGOs may improve 
government responsiveness to citizens’ demand for services.  On the other hand, NGOs are not 
necessarily serving to build the capacity of governments to deliver services.  While NGOs are 
helping on the margins in meeting basic needs and in promoting political engagement, their 
effect on the long-term development of institutions to deliver services to all is less clear. 
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Chapter 2:  The NGO Debate  
“Our Mission: To serve individuals and families in the poorest communities in the world” CARE 
“Our vision for every child, life in all its fullness.  Our prayer for every heart,  
the will to make it so.” World Vision 
“We seek to unlock the possibility inside every individual. We see equal value in all lives. And so 
we are dedicated to improving the quality of life for individuals around the world. From the education of 
students in Chicago, to the health of a young mother in Nigeria, we are catalysts of human promise 
everywhere.” The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation 
“Our mission is to empower people and communities in situations of poverty, illiteracy, disease 
and social injustice. Our interventions aim to achieve large scale, positive changes through economic and 
social programs that enable men and women to realize their potential.” BRAC 
 
As the above NGO mission statements suggest, the predominant perspective of NGOs is 
that they are altruistic humanitarians transforming the world, going where things fall apart and 
helping those in need.  They are building wells, inoculating children and saving lives.  Although 
their mission statements might occasionally nod to the need to challenge political structures, 
NGOs are not typically thought of as political entities that shape local politics where they engage 
throughout the world.  At the international level, however, NGOs are known and expected to be 
political, engaging in policy forums, lobbying for investments in the poor throughout the world, 
and changing policies.  Yet civil society theory and recent scholarship suggest that they have 
clear political effects at national and local levels in developing countries as well.  The nature of 
these effects, specifically how they impact local governments, is a matter debate and the crux of 
the research question for this dissertation.  Are NGOs helping to build more responsive local 
governments in the developing world or undermining the development of local government 
service provision, particularly over time?   
I argue that both sides of the debate are valid under different conditions.  To make this 
argument, I characterize government responsiveness, or the provision of services that meet the 
12 
needs of citizens, as a function of ability and incentive.
3
  The ability, or capacity, of government 
to provide services comprises factors such as technical expertise, financial resources, and 
sufficient information about the needs of citizens.  Incentives to invest in public services, on the 
other hand, are primarily determined by citizens’ pressure on government for investment.4  
NGOs can affect both the incentives and ability of governments to provide services, sometimes 
in contradictory ways.   
I breakdown the possible impact of NGOs into two sets of mechanisms.  The first is the 
effect of NGOs on the relationship between citizens and government, which can be analyzed by 
looking at how NGOs affect attitudes toward government and citizen engagement with 
government, specifically political behavior of making demands or requests for goods and 
services.  In this respect, I ask, do NGOs undermine trust in local government?  Do NGOs alter 
the preferences for goods and services away from government as a service provider to NGOs?  
And therefore, do NGOs decrease citizen’s demand for goods and services from government?   
The second mechanism is the effect of NGOs on the capacity of governments to provide 
services.  NGOs could weigh in on the capacity of government service provision either by 
altering the information governments need to deliver services or by affecting the resources that 
governments have at their disposal.  So do NGOs help inform government about the needs of the 
                                                 
3 The term “provision” can be construed in two ways.  The first is the view that provision is the actual delivery of 
services.  Oakerson (1999), drawing on Ostrom, Tiebout and Warren (1961), however, draws a distinction between 
the decision to provide services, namely taxing and spending decisions, and the delivery of services, which he refers 
to as production.   Thus, in this alternative sense, the provision of services is simply the decision for government to 
make services available, possibly through contracting (i.e. co-production) or through “in-house” delivery, i.e. 
without outside agents.  Following Oakerson, I use the term provision to mean the decision of government to 
allocate resources.  This is a particularly important distinction in the sense that NGOs are often the contractual 
partners of local governments, co-producing basic services in health, education and even infrastructure.  Whether 
local governments are providing services when they are co-producing services with NGOs, however, becomes 
murky when NGOs are providing all the resources for the service.  I would define this as collaboration between 
government and NGO but not the provision of service by government.  In other words, for governments to be 
deemed as providing services, they must allocate some degree of resources to the effort. 
4Although incentives may also be created by higher levels of government or pots of money made available by 
international actors, for instance. 
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poor and how best to meet those needs?  And do NGOs inject resources into municipalities in a 
way that enables government to increase service provision in the future?  
Contrary to the most skeptical perspectives, I argue that the concern that NGOs erode the 
relationship between citizens and governments by discouraging citizen engagement with local 
government is over-stated.  This dissertation, however, is not a wholesale endorsement of NGOs, 
particularly with respect to their long-term impact on local government service provision.  While 
NGOs are arguably improving the lives of the poor, this research finds they are doing little to 
build the capacity of governments to provide services essential to development.  A strategy that 
relies on NGOs to achieve global development goals, particularly those that aim to achieve 
universal access to basic services, will lead countries, and the world, to come up short.    
This chapter is organized by first exploring three questions.  One, do NGOs have the 
capacity to affect local governments?  To answer this, I focus on four factors: the number of 
NGOs, the location of NGOs, the contact NGOs have with citizens and the resources they 
command.  Two, why might NGOs help create more responsive governments?  Three, why 
might NGOs undermine the development of responsive governments?  After presenting the 
existing answers to these questions, I provide a framework for organizing the various ways in 
which NGOs can impact the likelihood and ability of governments to provide public services.  I 
then explain my theory and present the ways in which I test aspects of my theory, laying out my 
research design choices for my dependent variables, cases and policy areas. 
Do NGOs have the capacity to affect local government?  
What are the contours of the breadth and depth of NGOs?   And what implications does 
this have on the ability of NGOs to impact local governments?  Before talking about the scope of 
NGO impact in the world, it is important to lay out the definition I use of NGOs.  While there is 
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no agreed upon definition for NGOs, most definitions include four different aspects.   First, 
NGOs are organizations with some degree of formal structure.  Second, their purpose is to serve 
some philanthropic or humanitarian need.  Third and fourth, they are non-profit oriented and 
separate from government.
5
  Thus, the term “NGO” encompasses a wide array of organizations 
(for examples, see Fisher, 1997).  This chapter starts with quotes of largest NGOs, but the world 
of NGOs is highly diverse making it difficult to get a handle on what impact they have.   
This definition of NGOs is inherently the opposite of government.  It places NGOs firmly 
in the civil sphere and implies that NGOs are part of a broader notion of civil society, as 
associations that are separate from both state and market (Diamond 1989).  Although some 
contest the idea that NGOs should be considered part of civil society, they are commonly 
referred to as such by NGO and aid scholars (some examples are Gubser, 2002, p. 140; Riddell, 
2008, p. 260).
6
  More importantly, perhaps, international organizations such as the World Bank, 
think of NGOs as important elements of civil society (“Civil Society at a Glance,” 2010).     
NGOs are positioned to have a strong impact on local governments for four reasons: their 
numbers, their locations, their amount of contact with citizens and their resources.  The numbers 
of NGOs has increased exponentially and continues to increase each year.  The Union of 
International Associations has 58,988 registered in 2013, a low end estimate given that many 
domestic NGOs are not registered in this list (Union of International Associations, 2014).  Figure 
                                                 
5
 These four characteristics are mentioned in most definitions.  For example, Batley and Rose (2011, p. 230) define 
NGOs as “formally structured organizations that claim a philanthropic, non-profit purpose and that are not part of 
government.”  Vakhil (1997, 2060) describes them as “self-governing, private, not-for-profit organizations that are 
geared to improving the quality of life of disadvantaged people.”  And Riddell (2008, p. 259) describes NGOs with 
the following characteristics “direct or indirect involvement in humanitarian and development work; the not-for-
profit nature of their activities; and, as their name suggests, the fact that they are distinct and separate from both 
governments and from private for-profit organizations”. The OECD defines them as “any non-profit entity in which 
people organize themselves on a local, national or international level to pursue shared objectives and ideals, without  
significant government-controlled participation or representation” (OECD, 2010). 
6 The OECD categorizes NGOs as “one group of organizations within civil society.”  
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2.1 shows the growth of NGOs, which exploded with the end of the Cold War and policies that 
promoted smaller government budgets, privatization and decentralization.  Beyond the Union of 
International Associations, there is no systematic cross-national data on the number of NGOs.  
While many countries have not yet developed reliable tracking for active NGOs, others have 
documented the steady growth of NGOs.  In Brazil, for example, the Instituto Brasileiro de 
Geografia e Estatistica, the national statistics office, reported 276,000 NGOs in 2002 (Letelier, 
2012). Only three years later, the number grew to 338,000, a 22% increase. 
Figure 2.1 The Global Number of NGOs  
 
Source: Union of International Associations (2014). 
 
Where these NGOs locate and work has important political implications.  There’s a view 
that NGOs are the actors that step in when no one else will; they go to rural areas forgotten by 
government, help refugees represented by no government, and reach out to the poor that have 
little to no support.  However, the notion that the presence of NGOs is motivated solely by need 
has been challenged through a number of empirical studies.  In Kenya, Brass (2012) finds that 
NGOs are located based on both need, such as areas with higher HIV prevalence and less access 
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to health care, and convenience, in or near dense population centers and near roads (see also 
Mercer, 2002).    
Convenience has political implications.  In a literal sense, NGOs tend to travel with 
government.  They tend to carry out projects where they can access communities, where there 
are roads (usually built by governments) to deliver goods and services.  As a result, their territory 
is where government is the most salient.  Narayan et al. (1999, p. 137) refer to it as the “tarmac 
bias” and in their interviews with the poor across 50 countries, they found many “pockets of 
poor” in difficult to reach areas where neither governments nor NGOs are reaching communities.  
Boulding (Forthcoming) finds that in Bolivia, NGOs are present in a wide representation 
of municipalities – poor and wealthy as well as areas with low and high average education levels.  
As in Kenya, the locations NGOs select in Bolivia are also a function of convenience as NGOs 
grow from one area into neighboring areas.  Because NGOs locate in more convenient areas, the 
duplication of services, both in terms of government services and the services of other NGOs, is 
a growing problem (Fruttero & Gauri, 2005; Galway, Corbett, & Zeng, 2012). 
In the case of the region of Loreto, Peru, the focus of two chapters in this dissertation, 
NGOs are generally located where they are more likely to overlap or have contact with 
governments.  Similar to the aforementioned studies, I find the location of NGO activity to be a 
function of accessibility and need.  Many NGOs tend to go to areas on the outskirts of the city of 
Iquitos or rural areas along the rivers where conditions are far worse than in the city and services 
nearly non-existent.  While many villages are located on smaller streams and water ways, the 
cost of transport to such areas increases dramatically relative to areas that are accessible by road 
or larger rivers.  Although there is no data to document NGO activity in Loreto, both NGO 
presence and government activity are greatest in rural areas that are somewhat accessible, as 
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compared to rural areas where access requires several different boat rides or walks through the 
jungle.    
Table 2.1 Contact with NGOs or Civil Society Associations to Solve a Problem 
 Contact with NGOS Contact with 
Local 
Government 
 Average 
 
Contact in 
Rural Areas 
Contact in 
Urban Areas 
Contact among 
Poorest Quintile 
Average 
Argentina 17.2% 26.9% 16.4% 10.4% 24% 
Bolivia 28.4% 33.9% 27.5% 28.6% 33% 
Brazil 45.2% 55.0% 45.4% 36.2% 44% 
Colombia 15.4% 10.9% 16.3% 14.9% 22% 
Costa Rica 17.0% 17.1% 17.0% 9.3% 30% 
Chile 17.3%   20.0% 32% 
Dominican Republic 30.6%   24.6% 26% 
Ecuador 14.4% 14.6% 15.1% 9.6% 18% 
El Salvador 14.9% 11.3% 17.9% 8.4% 25% 
Guatemala 18.8%   16.8% 26% 
Honduras 16.7% 25.0% 16.6% 18.1% 21% 
Mexico 32.0% 35.3% 31.7% 20.8% 49% 
Nicaragua 13.0% 26.3% 12.8% 9.1% 16% 
Panama 22.3% 14.0% 25.8% 18.3% 29% 
Paraguay 34.4% 36.8% 34.2% 33.4% 28% 
Peru 20.9% 25.3% 19.8% 18.1% 30% 
Uruguay 16.1% 15.5% 17.5% 15.7% 20% 
Venezuela 26.0% 24.0% 27.5% 33.8% 38% 
Total 22.5% 23.0% 23.0% 18.6% 28.5% 
Note: Data from the 2005 Latinobarometer (Corporación Latinobarómetro, 2006).  The Latinobarometer does not include a 
rural/urban measure for three countries. 
 
Not only do the sheer number of NGOs and geographic reach imply they have a 
substantial impact, but their reach is arguably pervasive as well.  In Kenya, Brass (2010) finds 
that between 25% -50% percent are aware that NGOs are working in their communities.  She 
also finds that 25% have been contacted by an NGO.  The 2005 Latinobarometer also provides 
some perspective on contact with NGOs (see Table 2.1).  It includes a question asking 
respondents, “In the past three years, for you or your family, in order to solve problems that 
affect you in your neighborhood with the authorities, have you contacted non-government 
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organizations?”  Across Latin America, nearly a quarter of respondents both in rural and urban 
areas have contacted an NGO.  To put this into context, the amount of contact with NGOs is 
quite similar to the amount of contact with local governments.  This proportion varies, with a 
third (or more) of citizens having contact with NGOs in countries like Brazil, Mexico and 
Paraguay. 
Finally, the extensive resources NGOs wield that are injected where they locate make it 
difficult to retain the idea that NGOs are apolitical.   Two interrelated trends regarding NGO 
resources are of particular importance.  First, they receive and channel an increasing amount of 
official development assistance from OECD countries and multilateral organizations.  Figure 2.2 
shows the increasing amount of aid to and through NGOs, reported by the OECD, overlaid on 
the number of NGOs cataloged by the Union of International Associations.  From 1990 to 2012, 
aid through and to NGOs increased by 618% (OECD, 2014).  This aid has continued to increase 
despite efforts to shift official development assistance (ODA) to governments as part of 
harmonization efforts from the Paris Declaration (Agg, 2006). These figures also do not include 
philanthropic donations to NGOs that flow from private individuals or organizations, which 
contribute a large proportion of the resources that NGOs receive (Riddell, 2008). Second, the 
largest NGOs now deliver more aid to developing countries than some OECD countries (see 
Table 2.2).  Some NGOs have larger revenues than developing countries’ GDP, such as World 
Vision’s revenues of $2.7 billion, compared to Liberia’s GDP in 2011 of $1.5 billion (World 
Bank Group, 2012).  These extensive resources taken together with the growth of NGOs, their 
reach within populations and their tendency to locate near government make a compelling case 
that they are capable of influencing the behavior of local governments. 
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Table 2.2 Ranking of ODA/INGO Revenue 
Donor/INGO ODA/NGO Revenue 
(US$ 2010 millions) 
1. USA 29431 
2. UK 12871 
3. Germany 11884 
4. Japan 10842 
5. France 10073 
6. Spain 5532 
7. Netherlands 5518 
8. Canada 4703 
9. Norway 4228 
10. Sweden 4137 
11. Australia 3813 
12. World Vision (2011) 2790 
13. Italy 2763 
14. Denmark 2675 
15. Belgium 2311 
16. Switzerland 1904 
17. Save the Children (2011) 1400 
18. Finland 1287 
19. Oxfam International (2011) 1250 
20. Medecins Sans Frontieres (2011) 1240 
21. Republic of Korea 1171 
22. Austria 929 
23. Ireland 895 
24. Plan International (2011) 827 
25. Catholic Relief Services (2011) 823 
26. CARE USA/International (2011) 780 
27. Portugal 622 
28. Aga Khan Development Network (2008) 450 
29. Greece 405 
30. New Zealand 330 
31. ActionAid (2011) 314 
32. Mercy Corps (2011) 301 
Source: Morton (2013, p. 347) 
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Figure 2.2 Growth of Numbers and Resources of NGOs 
 
Source: NGO numbers are taken from the Union of International Associations (2014) and aid figures come from the OECD aid 
data available at stats.oecd.org (OECD, 2014). 
 
Why might NGOs help local governments? 
Despite the tendency to see NGOs as apolitical service delivery organizations, the roots 
of theories that have supported their growth, namely civil society theory, are firmly grounded in 
the idea that they should and do have an impact on local politics.   Two classic contributions 
from Tocqueville (1863) and Putnam (1993; 2000) created the foundation of the idea that civil 
society, by creating associational ties that organize citizens, helps engage citizens with 
government.  Tocqueville based his observations on early American society and government, 
relative to aristocratic Europe.  He argued that civil society helped to counter individualism, the 
idea that in democracies people are likely to believe that they are self-made and neither owe 
others nor are owed anything by others.  Individualism, he posited, would lead people to isolate 
themselves and “withdraw into the circle of family and friends” (506).  In aristocracies, on the 
other hand, Tocqueville believed that everyone was beholden and linked to others in a chain.  
Thus, in democratic settings, civil society creates the means to connect citizens in a way that 
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enables action towards a common purpose, mobilizing citizens to effect political and economic 
change outside of and through government.  
Putnam helped to renew interest in civil society. He argues that the increase of 
associational activity facilitates not only interpersonal trust but extends trust to government.  
Associations, he argues, “are places where social and civil skills are learned – ‘schools for 
democracy’” (Putnam, 2000, p. 339). As an example, higher levels of civic engagement lead to a 
higher likelihood that Americans will pay taxes.  He argues that engaged individuals see 
government as ‘we’ instead of ‘they’ and are therefore more trusting of it, have more favorable 
opinions of it, and are more likely to be involved in politics (Putnam, 2000, p. 347). 
As a result of these mechanisms, civil society is credited with being pivotal in ushering in 
democratic transition (Diamond 1994, 5) and pushing for consolidation within democracies.  As 
Mercer argues, “by channeling and processing the demands and concerns of disparate interest 
groups to the state, civil society underpins an effective and streamlined state, ensuring 
legitimacy, accountability and transparency: effectively, strengthening the state’s capacity for 
good governance” (2002, p. 7).  Magnifying the effect of associational activity generated by civil 
society, NGOs simultaneously inject resources into the context where they work, making 
collective action easier to undertake (Boulding, 2010; Brown, Brown, & Desposato, 2008).   
The engagement of NGOs in collaborative projects to deliver services alongside 
government can also positively impact local governments.  For example, NGOs in Uganda have 
worked to improve the government’s HIV/AIDS service delivery, helping to build confidence in 
the state’s services (Bukenya, 2013).   Dillon (2011) finds that participation of philanthropists in 
the provision of services helped to develop the state’s capacity in China.  In India, the services 
delivered by NGO-government collaborations tended to be more effective than the services 
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delivered by governments alone (Narayan et al., 1999, p. 141).  Even in industrialized countries, 
participation of non-state actors or non-profits has helped to develop stronger state institutions, 
such as the participation of religious organizations in building formal education in the United 
States (Skocpol, 1995 cited in Bukenya, 2013).  
NGOs are among the sources of technical assistance that can be available to local 
governments.  Throughout the developing world, local governments are staffed with poorly 
trained and underpaid personnel (Wunsch, 2001), whose job security, in many cases, is subject to 
electoral cycles.  The lack of professionalization and training of local government personnel 
hurts service provision in that it may decrease the efficiency of delivering services, degrade the 
overall quality of services, and inhibit the ability for government staff to advocate for more 
government investment.  When NGOs and governments collaborate, the coproduction of services 
can not only enhance the ability of the state to provide service but also make local governments 
feel more optimistic about their ability to provide (Tsai, 2011).  NGOs are also credited with 
being closer to the poor, making partnerships with government more likely to extend services 
specifically to marginalized groups (Mercer, 2002).  Moreover, NGOs are seen as innovators in 
development approaches, creating alternatives that can inform and improve government 
approaches (Farrington and Bebbington, 1993).   
Why might NGOs undermine local governments? 
Critical perspectives of NGOs began to accumulate in the late 1990s with scholars 
skeptical of the virtuous stories of NGOs.  The case that NGOs are democratizing and facilitating 
progressive political change came into question as NGOs were accused of being co-opted by 
authority structures, leaving them unable to mount a credible challenge to be able to change 
political systems.  For some, the authority structures that are limiting NGOs are Northern donors.  
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Receiving funds from international donors, they argue, curtails the ability of NGOs to engage in 
domestic politics (Cooley & Ron, 2002; Henderson, 2002; Obiyan, 2005; Townsend, Porter, & 
Mawdsley, 2004).  For others, NGOs engaging in collaborative service-delivery projects makes 
NGOs too cozy with government to be able to encourage citizens to challenge it (Farrington & 
Lewis, 1993; Gideon, 1998; Mitlin, Hickey, & Bebbington, 2007; Ndegwa, 1996).  
Indeed, the service delivery aspect of NGOs is the culminating point for the most critical 
arguments against NGOs.  Interrelated with the growth of NGOs in the 1980s and 1990s, was the 
effort to scale back government involvement in services.  NGOs became an alternative service 
delivery mechanism and aid began to flow to and through them, as opposed to government (Agg, 
2006).  This shift raised concern that NGOs would crowd out government from being able to 
provide services, particularly in the long term.  NGOs are perceived to be more efficient at 
service delivery (Uphoff, 1993) and receive substantial subsidized support for it.   
The greatest concern, one that continues to resurface, is that NGO provision of services 
undermines the legitimacy of the state (Brass, 2010; Fowler, 1991; Tandon, 1996; Tvedt, 1998). 
On one hand, scholars worry that NGO service provision changes attitudes toward the state as it 
suffers from comparison (Lorgen, 1998).  Even if citizens do not consciously compare the two, 
they may still come to see NGOs as the key providers rather than the government, therefore 
reducing their expectations that the government should provide services (C. Collier, 2000; 
Palmer & Rossiter, 1990).  Using formal modeling, Morales Belpaire (2013) theorizes that 
NGOs crowd out government because NGO provision of local public goods lowers citizens’ 
support for tax rates for government provision of public goods.   
Others argue that as a result of NGO service provision, citizens have less interaction with 
governments.  Mohan argues, “Supporting NGOs does not lead to regularized interaction 
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between society and state and in the process build the strength of both.  In fact, it alienates the 
two even further and could undermine the longer aim of building citizenship rights” (Mohan, 
2002, p. 146).  Just as NGOs can crash markets for goods, such as food and clothing, with their 
well-intentioned charity distributing used clothes and imported food, so too, as the argument 
goes, can NGOs interfere in the demand side of the political market. As a result, the overall 
accountability of governments decreases (Farrington & Lewis, 1993; Lorgen, 1998; Tandon, 
1996; Wood, 2013).  Collier and Dollar, for example, posit: 
“By detaching the wellbeing of the population from the actions of government, 
delivering services through [independent service authorities] and NGOs can undermine 
democratic accountability. If the government is relatively undemocratic there is 
evidently less reason to be concerned about under-mining accountability. If, however, 
the government is democratic, then offsetting the direct benefits of the project are 
unquantifiable externalities as accountability is undermined” (2004, p. 266). 
 
Service provision by NGOs is commonly viewed as gap-filling or stepping in to alleviate 
poverty-related problems where states and markets have failed to help people.  The implication is 
that NGOs are temporary, and their funding, by operating on project-based financing, is time-
limited. If service delivery by NGOs crowds out government, then it is no longer a stop-gap 
measure but a change of course that removes government from the realm of service delivery 
because people prefer the faster, cheaper and more reliable services of NGOs.  Service delivery, 
in this sense, is a market in which organizations gain shares with NGOs edging out government.  
While NGOs may be competing for market share edging out government with better services, 
another perspective paints a picture more akin to price-dumping.  NGOs are providing services 
with a great deal of subsidized resources, to which local governments have very limited (or no) 
access.  The result is that the intervention of NGOs to fill gaps becomes a permanent shift 
(Longley, Christoplos, & Slaymaker, 2006).  
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Setting aside concerns of how NGOs affect government accountability, a key problem in 
letting governments off the hook for service delivery is that the capacity to deliver quality 
services is developed over time (Green, 2012).  The notion that NGOs provide while 
governments cannot, implies that at some time in the future, governments will be able to step 
back into this role, perhaps assuming responsibility for NGO projects when they leave or after 
having built stronger institutional capacity to afford more service delivery.  Even if NGOs 
provide services in the short-term under the auspices that the long-term goal is to transition to the 
government once it has been able to develop the ability to provide, there is a legitimate concern 
that governments will be unwilling or unable to “take over” responsibility when NGOs withdraw 
(C. Collier, 2000; Farrington & Lewis, 1993). 
In the short-term, where governments are engaged in service delivery (or seek to engage), 
NGOs may actually be making it more difficult for them to do so.  Even ignoring concerns about 
wasted resources or competition, the lack of clarity alone about where and to whom services are 
rendered could impede the efficiency of government.  In most cases, the outsourcing of service 
provision to NGOs is not deliberate or coordinated by government but instead an action NGOs 
take upon themselves.  Brass points out that due to this “spontaneous ‘gap-filling,’ governments 
end up in the dark about which organizations are involved in service provision, where and in 
what capacity” (2010, p. 24), leading to greater disarray in government and less information flow 
about what communities are in need of which services. As multiple NGOs provide services, they 
factionalize service provision (Mcloughlin, 2011; Mohan, 2002), leading to “piece-meal and 
poorly coordinated service provision, which reinforces regional disparities” (Cannon, 2000; 
Lorgen, 1998, p. 329; Robinson & White, 1997; Vivian, 1994).  In Afghanistan, as an extreme 
example, vast quantities of aid have flowed into an uncoordinated array of NGOs that often 
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compete and tend to lure away public sector employees leading to brain drain and under-
resourced government services (Lockhart, 2008).     
Based on these claims, NGOs are likely to locate in accessible areas and/or with denser 
populations, making it more likely that they will not only overlap with governments but also 
duplicate other NGO services (Fruttero & Gauri, 2005; Galway et al., 2012).  The implication are 
that donors’ investments at an aggregate level become less efficient, the ability of governments 
to provide services further inhibited, and development outcomes fall short of reaching everyone. 
Instead of reaching the poorest of the poor, NGOs tend to “cherry-pick” communities that 
can demonstrate success.  It has quickly become part of the NGO cannon that a key indicator of 
success on a future project is success on a past project.  In an interview with Craig Hafner, a 
veteran of rural water projects in Africa, it was highlighted that failure in rural water systems is 
linked to failing to build sufficient community support.  He states, “NGOs should look for 
communities that have other successful projects as an indicator of success in water 
projects…Until a community has been able to identify strong leaders and demonstrate 
organizational ability, NGOs shouldn’t be investing in water projects” (Hafner, 2013).  This was 
echoed in an interview with an NGO based in Iquitos.  In visiting a community, she pointed out 
an oven in a house adjacent to the community building, a remnant of a failed microenterprise 
bakery project.  She noted that her organization would no longer initiate projects requiring 
investment without some sort of demonstrable proof that the community had been able to make a 
successful go of a previous project.  NGOs face risk in failure – a risk that can be minimized by 
looking for signals that communities are sufficiently organized to make their projects successful. 
Huby and Stevenson (2003) point out that the common indicators of sustainability in 
rural water systems (financial, technical and administrative ability) are the same indicators that 
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predict the likelihood that a community can organize and provide a water systems for itself.  
Therefore selecting communities that are most able to demonstrate these qualities “would 
inevitably lead to a situation that those least able to manage without help would never be 
helped…[and] those most able to help themselves would be assisted…It serves simply to 
illustrate the tensions that can arise between a community’s need for better water supplies and its 
resources and abilities to sustain a water project” (Huby & Stevenson, 2003, p. 204).  This is 
corroborated by work from Narayan et al, who find that in Panama, “communities with high 
social capital are close to five times more likely to receive NGO assistance than those with less 
social capital” (1999, p. 130). 
To summarize, the critical perspectives of NGOs are varied but all relate to the impact of 
NGOs on government responsiveness and, ultimately, development outcomes.  While some 
scholars take issue with the promise of NGOs delivering the multiple benefits of fostering a 
strong civil society that challenges government, others focus particularly on the service delivery 
activities of NGOs arguing that they crowd out local government, not only leading to weaker 
governments in the long-run, but, a spotty geography of NGO interventions. 
Implications of Extant Research 
One clear observation of the research reviewed thus far is that deep contradictions 
emerge.  The arguments are quite dissonant, especially with respect to policy implications and 
leave NGOs and decision makers in the precarious spot of striking a delicate (and impossible) 
balance.   NGOs should facilitate political mobilization in order to contest the state and increase 
accountability and responsiveness, but they need to do so without overwhelming it or without 
creating parallel structures that ultimately undermine it.  They should engage in service provision 
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because no one else has, but be careful to not crowd out the government.  They should work with 
governments, but not so closely they are co-opted by them. 
Extrapolating conclusions about whether NGOs are strengthening or weakening 
government is made more difficult by the fact that very little research about the political impact 
of NGOs is based on more than case studies, in part because it is very difficult to get data on 
NGOs.  A few recent studies move beyond this norm. Brown, Brown and Desposato (2002, 
2007; 2008) utilize data from a World Bank project in the Brazilian Amazon that is funneled 
through NGOs to test the change in vote share for gubernatorial and presidential elections.  They 
find that NGO activity is related to support for sitting governors, but increases support for left-
leaning presidential challengers.       
Building on this line of inquiry and using a unique dataset of NGO activity in Bolivia, 
Boulding (2010) finds that NGO activity increases political participation, stimulating protest in 
non-competitive districts.  NGO activity is also related to political outcomes, supporting 
incumbents in larger jurisdictions where leaders can more easily claim credit for NGO work and 
supporting challengers in smaller jurisdictions where the collective action supported by NGOs 
can have a greater impact (Boulding & Gibson, 2009).   Brass (2010), too, finds that NGO 
activity is related to greater political participation in Kenya.   She also directly explores the 
possibility of NGOs undermining the government through eroding support for the government.  
She finds that contact with NGOs does not affect the degree to which citizens see the 
government as legitimate. 
With building evidence that NGOs facilitate political participation, a further question is 
whether that effect is conditional upon the type of NGO or activities in which NGOs engage.  
Brown et al. (2008) explore this claim and test if the mission or type of NGOs in the Planofloro 
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project in the Amazon are related to political change.  They find that both politicized and non-
politicized NGOs lead to political change, a contrast to the claims that only advocacy-oriented 
NGOs can affect the political landscape.  Kabeer, Mahmud and Isaza Castro (2012) test different 
types of NGOs in Bangladesh, finding that all types of NGOs facilitate numerous aspects of 
political participation, although service-oriented NGOs are less impactful than NGOs that focus 
on social mobilization.   
These studies help to shed light on citizen attitudes toward government and the explicit 
effects of NGOs on the political landscape.  In general, they support the idea that NGOs are 
facilitating more political participation, bolstering the argument that they are building demand 
for more government responsiveness.  My work continues in this line of inquiry, testing attitudes 
toward government, the effect of NGOs on political behavior, and whether NGO activity leads to 
more or less government services.   
Theoretical Framework 
A framework for understanding these arguments, both for and against NGOs, is to think 
of the outcome of government responsiveness, which I argue is the quality delivery of services 
matching the needs of citizens, as a function of incentives and capacity.  In other words, 
governments provide services when it is to their benefit and when they have the ability to do so.  
Incentives are rooted in the relationship between government and citizens.  When citizens 
believe government should provide services, see governments as trustworthy enough to approach 
it for services, and actually contact government to make requests for services, they signal to 
politicians the payoff in engaging in the delivery of goods and services.   Although some might 
argue that lack of resources is an insufficient explanation for poor government services, I 
contend that governments must have the ability to provide services; specifically, governments 
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need a sufficient level of information (which can include the scope of need and the technical 
knowledge to deliver services) and the resources with which to provide services.    
In thinking of these two distinct causal pathways, I first argue that NGOs have a complex 
effect on the incentives for government investment in services.  NGOs can easily outperform 
weak governments, shifting citizens’ preferences for service away from local governments.  At 
the same time, they can build trust in government as they engage in advocacy work or 
collaborative projects with government.  Most importantly, NGOs lead to increased political 
participation, such that NGOs do not dampen demand for goods and services from government.  
This may occur through the increase of associational activity and the injection of resources, as 
some scholars argue, but I would add that NGOs stimulate new interest in services and 
encourage political participation by requiring community participation and ownership in 
projects.  When communities, especially poor communities, are asked to contribute portions of 
NGO projects beyond labor, government is an obvious resource to help communities bridge that 
resource gap.   
The idea that NGOs are crowding out government, pacifying people with charitable 
handouts, rests on poor assumptions.  NGOs rarely have a presence that fulfills all needs of a 
community and NGOs are aware of their limitations.  Even if local governments are weak, they 
still represent opportunity for communities to get some help, even if it is limited.  Another 
erroneous assumption is that communities have reliable access to NGOs in order to ask for help. 
Particularly in rural areas, NGO presence is sporadic, where government’s is constant.  In some 
ways, the claims that NGOs let government off the hook give an undeserved prominence to 
NGOs while downplaying the potential efficacy of citizens.  Overall, there is little evidence to 
suggest that NGOs adversely affect the incentives for government to engage in service delivery. 
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On the other hand, what NGOs are doing with respect to long-term development goals is 
marginal.  In rural water services, for example, NGO projects are often uncoordinated, prone to 
failure, and leave behind many communities that are harder to reach.  Development outcomes 
that reach all citizens will not be achieved through NGO interventions.  Again, considering the 
case of access to drinking water, the post-2015 goal to replace the Millennium Development 
Goals soon to expire emphasizes universal access.  Governments must be involved and while 
NGO projects do help bring drinking water to communities, they create a patchwork of coverage 
with a multitude of technologies, potentially creating a more chaotic context in which 
governments have to intervene.  The impact of NGOs on government resources is, as a result, 
mixed.  While they can inject resources, where they fail to collaborate with governments, 
governments may have to expend more resources to fix failed NGO projects.   
The best conditions for NGOs to build government responsiveness relate to both the 
institutional context in which NGOs and local governments are situated and the approaches of 
NGOs.  The first characteristic of institutional context that is relevant is that of the national 
policies and practices of working with NGOs.  Although government-NGO relationships are 
often described as conflicted, national policies can create an institutional context that facilitates 
more productive NGO-local government collaboration.  Central governments can create 
incentives for local governments to provide quality services and suggest NGO-collaborations as 
a way of doing so.  For example, central governments can create rewards for local governments 
to achieve universal coverage in water and sanitation.  Helping local governments to make 
contact with NGOs, however, is essential.  Where national NGO registries are not shared with 
lower levels of government, or where registration processes lack positive incentives or pose 
difficulties for NGOs, local governments will not have sufficient knowledge of NGOs, 
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particularly international NGOs active in their districts.  Beyond furnishing up-to-date, 
comprehensive registries of NGOs, national governments can facilitate exchange opportunities 
through physical and virtual spaces for local governments to interact with NGOs.   
Beyond the coordination and collaboration at the national level with NGOs and the 
national-local practices of sharing such information, institutional context can play a key role in 
less intuitive ways.  Many concerns about harmful effects of NGOs on local governments focus 
specifically on contexts where government institutions are problematic, weak and poorly 
functioning.  Yet, in these contexts, local governments are more likely to seek out NGOs for help 
as they represent sources of funding and technical expertise.  In fact, poor regulation may present 
overbearing challenges for local governments to receive and execute funds for projects and 
NGOs provide a way to side-step these obstacles.  Cooperation between governments and NGOs 
is more likely to build trust in government among citizens and facilitate more political 
participation.  Alternatively said, in areas where institutions are working really well, there may 
be less tangible effects of NGOs on both attitudes of citizens and directly on governments simply 
because NGOs are not as necessary.   
Another condition of the impact of NGOs relates to the approaches that NGOs take.  We 
are most likely to see NGOs strengthen the relationship between citizens and government when 
NGOs have more substantial contact and interaction with communities and individuals.  In some 
cases, NGOs are explicitly political but even NGOs whose primary mission is service delivery 
can affect the citizen-government relationship by injecting resources, providing information 
about how governments work and encouraging community participation in projects.  On one 
hand, these type of NGO-community interactions make NGOs more present in communities, 
perhaps increasing the ability of communities to seek help from NGOs rather than government.  
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But on the other, these repeated interactions are more likely to lead to increased trust in 
government and increased contact with government.  The opposite type of service-delivery 
NGOs are those that simply donate or deliver service on a one-off basis.  While many are highly 
critical of the ability of these NGOs to facilitate development, these type of NGO-community 
interactions are least likely to displace the citizen-government relationship because these types of 
NGOs are not available on an ongoing basis for the community. 
The best role for NGOs to play in service delivery is sparking demand for services, 
building government capacity through collaborative projects and supplying information critical 
to service provision, and innovating new approaches to development that can be replicated by 
government or sustained through markets.  NGOs have been innovators in developing “demand-
driven” and participatory approaches.  For example, in the sanitation sector, challenges with 
behavior change and low uptake of NGO projects has led to global collection of broken latrines 
or bathrooms repurposed as chicken coops and storage bins.  The push in the sector has been to 
focus on building demand for latrines through information campaigns, such as Community Led 
Total Sanitation.  NGOs enter communities to create dialogue about sanitation, identifying where 
people leave their waste versus where children play.  The result is to stimulate demand for 
latrines, which can then be provided by NGOs, purchased through new small business sanitation 
entrepreneurs or requested of government.  The approach in sanitation is not unique, with similar 
activities related to condom distribution, mosquito nets, health exams and prenatal care, and 
drinking water.  
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Chapter 3: The Impact of NGOs on Citizen-Government Relationships 
across Latin America 
What is the effect of NGOs on the relationship between citizens and local governments? 
Do NGOs build trust in and facilitate contact with local government?  Or do they drive a wedge 
between government and their constituencies? These research questions are the basis of this 
chapter.  Most research empirically testing the effects of NGOs is based on specific countries or 
specific NGOs.  I capitalize on a unique opportunity to consider the impact of NGOs across 
countries, using a rare survey question from the 2005 Latinobarometer that enables me to look at 
the impact of NGOs over 18 countries with over twenty thousand respondents.  Through this 
approach, I consider whether the sharply divided arguments that remain about whether NGOs are 
strengthening or weakening the governance of countries are related to contextual effects that 
could support virtuous cycles in some countries while leading to vicious cycles in others. 
The principle findings are surprisingly supportive of NGOs.  Across all countries I find 
no evidence of negative effects of NGO contact on trust in or contact with local government.  To 
the contrary, NGOs are often associated with higher levels of trust and always correlated with 
more contact with local government.  I find that this is not likely to be a remnant of selection 
effects, as the effect of NGO contact is actually strongest among the least socially trusting and 
the least engaged in civic activities.  In considering how context shapes the effect of NGO 
contact, I find that NGO contact is related to higher levels of trust in local governments where 
governments are worse at delivering services and elections are less effective, suggesting little 
validity to the idea that NGOs are crowding out government by outperforming weak 
governments. 
The chapter is organized in the following way. First, I review the claims about the effect 
of NGOs on attitudes and behavior, providing a framework to organize these claims.  Second, I 
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offer some hypotheses about these claims, supplementing them with hypotheses about how 
context can shape the effect of contact with NGOs.  I test these hypotheses using multilevel 
models, an important innovation that permits the effect of NGOs to vary across different national 
contexts.  After considering the direct effects of NGOs on trust and contact, I then consider 
concerns of selection effects that can confound the relationship between NGO contact and trust 
in or contact with government.  I do so by exploring interactions and by using Coarsened Exact 
Matching, an innovative approach to matching analysis.  In the final section, I explore the 
conditional relationships of NGO contact and three different national level factors that may 
shape the way that NGOs affect citizens’ trust in and contact with government.  Specifically, I 
test whether the effect of NGOs is conditioned on how well elections are working, how well 
bureaucracies that deliver services are working, and the density of NGO contact.  I then conclude 
with the implications of my findings. 
NGOs and Local Governments: Organizing the disparate claims 
The scholarship on the impact of NGOs on the relationship between citizens and local 
governments suggests that NGOs can help or harm this relationship in various ways. Drawing on 
civil society theory, NGOs (sometimes referred to as part of civil society, and other times 
considered to support civil society) can facilitate more associational activity (Boulding, 2010; 
Brown et al., 2002).  Beyond fostering associational interactions, NGOs are believed to help 
connect citizens to government as intermediaries or advocates for those in need.  Partnerships 
between NGOs and governments help to extend and improve basic services.  The overall 
improvement of services, in turn, is an important channel through which citizens may have more 
trust in and contact with government as result of NGOs (Brinkerhoff, Wetterberg, & Dunn, 
2012).  The health care sector provides a strong example of how NGOs can facilitate trust in 
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government.  Rockers et al. (2012), find that across 38 developing countries, individuals who 
rate the quality of health care services as higher have higher levels of trust in government.  
NGOs have been integral in health care service provision throughout Africa, and are building 
more relationships with local governments through decentralization in Latin America 
(Kolehmainen-Aitken, 2000).  NGOs, which are generally seen as having stronger connections to 
communities and the poor, have shifted government health service provision to focus more on 
building trusting relationships with patients.  Implementing a survey based on NGO-government 
collaborations in Uganda, Bukenya (2013) finds that NGO interventions in government health 
programs for HIV/AIDS patients increased overall levels of trust in the public institutions.   
Alternatively, the role that NGOs play in improving services may serve to build trust in 
government but not necessarily increase contact with it.  The provision of new services and the 
injection of resources may have an “anesthetizing” effect on citizens (Brown et al., 2002).  
Martin describes this as helping to “legitimate government action – including inaction and 
ineffectiveness – by hiding the incompetence of government policy makers” (2004, p. 10). 
Governments may be able to claim credit for the work that NGOs do.  Based on their 
findings of incumbents’ vote shares, Boulding and Gibson (2009) suggest that governments of 
larger municipalities in Bolivia are better positioned to claim credit of the work NGOs do since, 
compared to smaller municipalities, people in larger municipalities are less able to discern 
whether government’s claims of positive changes result from the government’s effort or from 
that of NGOs.  Credit claiming is easier for governments when they partner with NGOs to 
execute projects and provide services.  In some cases, these partnerships require little financial 
investment of government, perhaps the inclusion of their name on a plaque (Brass, 2010) or the 
control of the financial disbursement of aid from international sources (Brown et al., 2007).   
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Governments may be able to claim credit for the results of NGOs even when citizens are 
aware that governments are not formally involved with NGO projects.  Citizens may see 
governments as having a hand in projects simply by making it possible for the NGOs to operate.  
In other words, as long as governments provide the ability for NGOs to enter communities and 
do their work, they may be credited with outcomes of the NGOs since they performed a function 
perceived by citizens to be their responsibility (Brass, 2010).  This is highly dependent on what 
citizens believe government should be doing.   In cases where people do not have high 
expectations of the capacity of local government, individuals may be assuaged that governments 
are at least helping to connect NGOs to those who need their help.   In this way, trust in local 
governments may increase without a corresponding change in citizens’ interest in making 
demands of local government. 
Some are also skeptical that NGOs are mobilizing citizens because they face 
disincentives for engaging in politics.  Scholars argue that NGO-government partnerships 
depoliticize NGOs, curtailing their ability to foster political participation.  Instead of being a 
source for alternative approaches and challenging the unequal status quo, NGOs contracting or 
partnering with government lose their ability to challenge or criticize the government (Mitlin et 
al., 2007).  Gideon (1998, p. 304) argues “ Service delivery NGOs cannot be expected to act as 
democratizing forces at a local level. Their role has become determined by the state.”  Others 
argue that international funding sources depoliticize NGOs when donors discourage NGOs from 
political activities (Cooley & Ron, 2002; Henderson, 2002). 
This concern about NGOs engaged in service delivery preventing political mobilization 
extends to a much more critical perspective where NGOs also undermine confidence in 
government.  This more cynical perspective on NGOs is that they are weakening the state over 
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time by crowding out government in the area of service provision. With NGOs that are credited 
with being more efficient, more caring, and more reliable at providing services, local 
governments pale in comparison and ultimately cede the space of service provision to NGOs.  
The gap-filling that occurs in the short term by NGOs stepping in when government provides 
insufficient services leads to continued weakness of government service delivery.  Moreover, 
when NGOs provide faster service without requiring the effort of political mobilization to make 
demands of government, people stop going to their local mayor to ask for help and instead knock 
on the door of CARE or whatever NGO is available and ready to help.  Overall, this crowding 
out would lead to lower levels of trust in government and less contact with government. 
In this same vein, the same NGO-government collaborations that are lauded by NGO 
supporters as improving services and relationships between citizens and governments are cited 
by other scholars as evidence of the rift between NGOs and governments.  Contesting the rosier 
picture of NGO-government partnership, scholars argue that partnerships are more often 
characterized as dysfunctional and overall relationships as combative.  The lack of effective 
collaboration is likely to lead both to compete for clients (Bratton, 1989) rather than having 
NGOs bond citizens to the government.  The rift between government and NGOs not only draws 
away citizens from government but casts the reputation of government in an even darker light. 
Another interpretation of this rift, however, is that it creates space for NGOs to mobilize 
and contest government.  NGOs’ injection of resources can be used for political activity – from 
the purchase of campaign material to the creation of public meeting spaces (Boulding, 2010).   
Brown, Brown and Desposato (2007) find that aid flows to NGOs create more opportunities for 
interaction, which allow for the sharing of information and coordinated political mobilization, 
even when the projects are not explicitly political.  
39 
Hypotheses  
The perspectives reviewed so far could be categorized into four groups according to their 
implications for how NGOs impact trust in local government and whether NGOs increase 
contact with local government.  Depicted in Table 3.1, where NGOs are crowding out 
government, they will decrease both trust and contact.  Where they pacify people with services 
but do not support mobilization, they will increase trust but decrease contact.  Conversely, where 
NGOs leverage resources to organize citizens and advocate for change, they should increase 
contact through facilitating critical perspectives of the local government.  And where NGOs 
serve to bond citizens to local government through fostering associational activity and 
complementing government services to reach more people, they should increase both trust and 
contact with government.   
Table 3.1  Hypotheses on the Effect of NGOs on the Relationship between Citizens and Local 
Government  
 Decrease Trust Increase Trust 
Decrease Contact H1: Crowding Out 
NGOs cast a negative light on 
government, heightening awareness of 
its shortcomings and providing an 
alternative means of meeting basic 
needs. 
H2: Anesthetizing 
NGOs make government look good by 
allowing credit claiming and help meet 
the basic needs of people, enhancing 
positive attitudes toward government 
without stirring demands for change. 
Increase Contact H3: Mobilizing Dissent  
NGOs inject resources that facilitate 
political mobilization to address the 
shortcomings of government. 
H4: Bridging  
NGOs help foster associational activity, 
building general trust that extends to 
government and willingness to 
cooperate in collective action. 
 
These four hypotheses may be conditional upon contexts – where NGOs may lead to 
virtuous cycles in some countries and vicious cycles in others.  I explore three factors that relate 
to the divergent claims about NGOs. The first is the competency of bureaucracies.  
Bureaucracies are the entities that regulate NGOs and that provide services.  Where 
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bureaucracies are weak, because they suffer endemic corruption, are characterized by a lack of 
professionalization or are under-resourced, they will struggle to provide services.  For simplicity, 
I focus on the two most polarized positions regarding NGOs: the crowding out position versus 
the bridging position.  NGO skeptics would argue that in these settings, there is a greater 
possibility of suffering from comparison to NGO projects.  Alternatively, if NGOs are helping to 
bridge the gaps between citizens and government, the effect would be strongest in places where 
the connections are weaker – in places where citizens receive few services from government and 
face challenges in navigating poorly run bureaucracies.   
H5a (crowding out): NGOs decrease trust in and contact with government where bureaucracies 
are weak. 
 
H5b (bridging): NGOs increase trust in and contact with government where bureaucracies are 
weak. 
 
The same tension arises regarding the quality of democracy.  If elections are working 
poorly, governments have less accountability towards citizens.  The lack of functioning 
accountability mechanisms could result in the under-provision of services and generally more 
pessimistic attitudes toward government.  According to the crowding out argument, in these 
contexts, NGO activity may further undermine the relationship between citizens and government 
by out-performing government.  The bridging perspective, however, supports the notion that 
NGOs where elections are less effective, the effect of contact with NGOs would be more salient. 
H6a (crowding out): NGOs decrease trust in and contact with government where elections are 
less effective. 
 
H6b (bridging): NGOs increase trust in and contact with government where elections are less 
effective. 
 
Lastly, the density or amount of NGO activity in a particular context may condition the 
impact of NGO contact on individuals.  The fear that NGOs are crowding out government is 
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predicated on the notion that if NGOs are overly abundant, they may inundate cities or towns 
with several (or too many) alternatives to government.  Alternatively, if NGOs are bridging the 
citizen-government gap, then the greater the activity, the greater the impact. 
H7a (crowding out): NGOs decrease trust in and contact with government where NGO density is 
higher. 
H7b (bridging): NGOs increase trust in and contact with government where NGO density is 
higher. 
 
Methodology 
To test these hypotheses, I use the 2005 Latinobarometer, which is the only cross-
national survey to my knowledge that asks about contact with NGOs (Corporación 
Latinobarómetro, 2006).  The survey covers 18 Latin American countries, with a total number of 
respondents of 20,222.  I employ multilevel models to nest the individual factors drawn from the 
survey in countries characterized by different institutional contexts. 
Dependent Variables  
There are only two measures in the Latinobarometer questionnaire that directly ask 
respondents about local governments.  Fortunately, the two measures capture aspects of attitudes 
and behavior toward local government. The first is a four-point scale of the level of trust in local 
government.  Trust communicates a “faith in the system,” which can enhance policy makers’ 
positions in generating and implementing better policy (Chanley, Rudolph, & Rahn, 2000; 
Weatherford, 1987, p. 6).  If there are fewer critics to assuage and more trust from the public, 
mayors have more flexibility and time to pursue better policy.  In this chapter, it functions as a 
proxy for a rating on government performance. 
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Figure 3.1  Average Level of Trust in Local Government across Countries 
 
Source: 2005 Latinobarometer  
 
The second measure is a dichotomous measure of contact with local government derived 
from the survey question, “In the past three years, for you or your family, in order to solve 
problems that affect you in your neighborhood with the authorities, have you contacted local 
government?”  Response options were “never”, “sometimes” and “often.”  Because only 4% of 
respondents selected “often,” these responses were combined with “sometimes.”  Figure 3.1 
shows the levels of trust in local governments across the countries in the sample.  Across 
countries, the level of trust in local government is fairly low, with an average of 1.2 on a scale of 
0-3.  It is highest in Uruguay and lowest in Nicaragua. 
One shortcoming of this measure is that it tells us very little about the nature of contact 
that people have with local government.  It is not possible to know who they are contacting 
within local government.  Moreover, even though the question prompts respondents specifically 
asking if they contact local government to solve a problem, it is possible that people respond yes 
because they contact government to receive goods or services.  I would argue that both scenarios 
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are relevant to the arguments at hand.  However, this represents an area for further research to 
examine the connection between contact with NGOs and the type of interaction individuals have 
with government.   
Figure 3.2 shows the average amount of contact with local government across countries.  
In Nicaragua, only 15% of respondents have had contact with local government whereas in 
Mexico nearly half have. 
Figure 3.2  Average Level of Contact with Local Government across Countries 
 
Source: 2005 Latinobarometer  
Individual Variable of Interest 
To measure contact with NGOs, I use a measure that asks respondents if, in the last three 
years, they or their families, in order to solve problems that affect them in their neighborhood or 
with the authorities, have contacted a non-governmental organization.  In the study of NGOs, 
there are very few ways in which it is possible to conduct cross-national analysis.  This measure 
is rare, but also problematic.  First, the measure is asking about whether people have contacted 
NGOs for help.  This question wording increases the possibilities of a selection effect, although 
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the question likely also captures people who have been contacted by NGOs first. In other words, 
while the wording suggests that individuals are actively contacting NGOs, this measure will also 
pick up people who have relationships with NGOs because NGOs have approached them or their 
communities in the past and become organizations to which they turn to solve problems.  
Inferring effects of NGOs is consistently plagued by the reality that NGO contact is not random. 
This is a serious concern for this chapter and I address it with the best tools I can below, given 
the shortcomings of the availability of data.   The measure is limited in two other ways.  It does 
not provide any leverage on questions about how the nature of contact with NGOs – e.g. repeated 
versus one-time contact – shapes the citizens’ attitudes and behavior, nor does it indicate the type 
of NGO with which people have contact.  NGOs serve a wide variety of purposes and pursue 
diverse approaches, perhaps at times actively engaging in facilitating political participation and 
other times doling out medicine or clothes.  While some research indicates that NGOs do not 
have to have be politicized in order to impact political participation (Brown et al., 2008; Kabeer 
et al., 2012), theoretically, we should expect NGOs that engage in longer-term projects with 
citizens to have a stronger impact on their attitudes and behavior than NGOs who have only brief 
contact with people.  Given the phrasing on this survey question, it is more likely that citizens 
are thinking of NGOs with which they have more connection.  Lastly, because we do not know 
the type of NGO or nature of contact, it is possible that people are turning to NGOs that are 
expressly collaborating with government to provide services.  I do not see this as problematic; 
instead, the question is: considering all types of contact with NGOs (and the diversity of their 
goals and approaches), what is the general effect of NGO contact on citizen attitudes and 
behaviors?   
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More than three quarters of respondents had no contact, while 18% had some contact and 
5% had frequent contact.  Combining frequent and sometimes, 22.5% of respondent have had 
contact with NGOs.  This measure does not capture the type of NGOs with which people have 
contact so contact could be with NGOs that are providing services, engaging in political 
mobilization, collaborating with government, etc.  Figure 3.3 shows the percent of contact with 
NGOs across countries.  
Figure 3.3  Contact with NGOs across Latin America 
 
Source: 2005 Latinobarometer  
 
Individual Control Variables 
Drawing from models on trust in government and political participation, I include 
standard individual level explanatory measures found in most research for three categories of 
factors: government ratings, personal attitudes and behavior and demographic factors.  To 
capture government ratings, I include ratings of the current economic performance of the country 
(Anderson & Guillory, 1997; Chanley et al., 2000; Espinal, Hartlyn, & Kelly, 2006; Keele, 2007; 
Stimson, 2004), opinions about the operation of public institutions (Bouckaert & Walle, 2003; 
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Espinal et al., 2006; Hiskey & Seligson, 2003), and whether an individual is aware of an act of 
corruption in the last year (Anderson & Tverdova, 2003; Espinal et al., 2006).  For personal 
attitudes and behaviors that could affect the relationship with local government, I control for 
interpersonal trust (Steven E. Finkel, Muller, & Seligson, 1989; Keele, 2007; Newton, 2007), 
membership in a civil society organization (Boulding & Nelson-Nunez, 2014; Smith, 2009), 
community activism and political ideology (Anderson & Singer, 2008; Carlin & Singer, 2011; 
Cook & Gronke, 2005; Hiskey & Seligson, 2003).  I also include a control for trust in 
government as a factor affecting contact with local government (Smith, 2009).  Lastly, the 
demographic factors are comprised of education, age, gender, income, employment, indigenous 
ethnicity, and whether a person lives in a rural or urban location.  Summary statistics, coding 
decisions and original survey measures are included in the appendix.  For ease of interpretation, 
all variables have been centered to their means with the exceptions of any constitutive terms in 
models and the dichotomous measures of NGO contact, gender, employment, indigenous 
ethnicity and rural-urban.   
Country Level Variables 
I consider three country level factors that may conditionally affect individuals’ level of 
trust in local government or the probability of contacting local government. I use an index of 
bureaucratic quality and an index of party institutionalization in 2005 from the Political 
Institutions, State Capabilities and Public Policy Dataset from Berkman et al. (2008).  The 
bureaucratic quality measure is an index based on “measures of the degree of professionalism in 
the civil service, whether recruitment is based on merit, the bureaucracy’s functional capacity 
and performance, and its efficiency” (Berkman et al., 2008, p. 17).  I use the party 
institutionalization index from the same dataset as a means of capturing how well elections are 
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working in countries.  The measure draws upon the stability and age of parties, levels of 
confidence in parties, vote volatility and the fairness of elections (Berkman et al., 2008, p. 13).  
An alternative measure to the party institutionalization measure that captures how well elections 
are working is the World Bank’s measure of Voice and Accountability from the World 
Governance Indicators.  Unfortunately, this alternative correlates very highly with the quality of 
bureaucracy index so utilizing the party institutionalization measure instead helps to reduce 
problems of multicollinearity in the multilevel model.  Lastly, I create a national measure of the 
average amount of contact people have with NGOs based on the individual survey responses to 
the measure of NGO contact (represented in Figure 3.3).
7
  I also control for GDP per capita in 
2005 using data form the World Bank (World Bank Group, 2012).  
Results 
I first look at the number of respondents who fall into the four categories corresponding 
to the four hypotheses regarding trust in and contact with local government.  In Figure 3.4, I 
create a quick snapshot of the distribution of respondents into the four combinations of contact 
with local government and trust in local government (which I dichotomize for simplicity into 
very little or no trust versus some or a lot of trust).  I find that the majority of respondents (36%) 
with contact with an NGO fall into the mobilizing category of having contact with local 
government but no trust in local government, which is followed by 25% of respondents falling 
into the bridging category of having both trust in and contact with local government. Those 
without NGO contact are more likely to mistrust local government and have not contact with it. 
                                                 
7 Unfortunately there are very few alternative measures capturing NGO activity across countries.  While countries 
may have registries, the data is often difficult to obtain and the incentives for NGOs to register vary dramatically 
across countries undercutting inter-country reliability. The Union of International Associations attracts major NGOs 
but is poorly representative of smaller, domestic NGOs. 
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Figure 3.4 NGO Contact and Four Hypotheses 
 
 
Before considering the results of the models, it is important to get a sense of the partition 
of variance between the individual and country levels, which is found in Table 3.2.  The percent 
of variance for trust in local government located at the national level, 4.7%, is low, albeit 
significant.  Contact with local government has nearly the same percentage of variance at the 
national level: 4.6%.  Moreover, the effect of NGO contact on both trust in local government and 
contact with local government vary significantly across countries based on the results of a 
likelihood ratio test indicate and as such, a random coefficient for NGO contact is included in the 
models.   
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Table 3.2  Analysis of Variance 
 Trust in Local 
Government
a
 
Contact with Local 
Government
b
 
Fixed effects   
Constant γ00 1.189** 
(0.050) 
-0.962** 
(0.096) 
Variance Components   
Individual level (σ2) 0.912** 
(0.009) 
0.962** 
(0.096) 
Country level (τ00) 0.045** 
(0.015) 
c 
Percent of the variance at the country level 0.047** 
(0.015) 
0.046** 
(0.011) 
-2 x Log Likelihood 54208.05 23568.21 
Note: Standard errors in parentheses, * = p <.05, ** = p <.01. 
a Estimates are based on xtmixed in Stata.   
b Estimates are based on xtmelogit in Stata. 
c Country level variance components are unavailable with xtmelogit.  
Direct Effects of NGOs on Trust in and Contact with Local Government 
The results for trust in government in Table 3.3 show that NGO contact increases trust in 
local government.
8
  As can be seen in Figure 3.5, the impact of NGO contact is weak in 
comparison to that of perceptions of government performance factors, which include ratings of 
the economy, confidence in public institutions and perceptions of corruption that collectively 
total 47% of the impact on trust in local government compared to 2% for NGO contact.  
Interestingly, people living in rural areas are no less trusting of local government than those in 
cities and towns, nor are the poor any more or less trusting than the non-poor.  Older, more 
educated and more politically conservative respondents have higher levels of trust whereas those 
who are unemployed are less likely to trust government.  The country level factors are all 
insignificant with one exception: party institutionalization, of which higher degree is associated 
                                                 
8 The effect of NGO contact holds even when dropping out Brazil and Nicaragua, with the highest and lowest levels 
of NGO contact respectively.  While the effect of NGO contact is robust to different specifications and to controlling 
for outlying countries, the effect is only stable cross-nationally.   When I run the model within each country, NGO 
contact is only statistically significant for five countries: Argentina, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua and Panama.  
I take that as evidence that across the region, NGOs on average increase trust but it the relationship is weak.  The 
effect is never negative, therefore supporting evidence that NGOs are not undermining trust in government.   
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with higher levels of trust in local government.
9
 This factor contributes to 22% of the explained 
variance in trust in local government.   Overall, the model performs well for explaining variance 
at the country level, of which 76% of the variance is explained, but only 10% of the variance at 
the individual level.  
Table 3.3 below shows the results of contact with local government.  With all variables at 
their means, the base probability that an individual has contacted government is 0.211.  The 
starkest contrast between these findings and those of trust in government is that NGO contact has 
a more robust effect, stable across all specifications and within all countries, and a greater 
impact.  In fact, of all the factors in the model, contact with NGOs leads to the greatest increase 
in the probability of contact with government (see Table 3.5).  Overall, I take this as evidence 
supportive of both the bridging hypothesis and, to some degree, the mobilizing dissent 
hypothesis, since the effect of NGO contact on trust in local government is far weaker and not 
robust within all countries. 
  
                                                 
9 I did consider measures of decentralization as a control.  I used the percentage of government spending at the 
subnational level as a way to capture the amount of involvement in local services subnational governments have. 
The data are drawn from the Gold Report on Decentralization and Local Democracy (Rosales & Valencia Carmona, 
2008).   The data, the most complete I could find, still lack observations for three countries.  The result was 
insignificant and did not affect the outcomes of any of the models so it is dropped in the tables presented here in 
order to retain the three countries that would be dropped with its inclusion. 
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Table 3.3  Models of Trust in Government 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Individual level factors    
NGO contact 0.057** 
(0.027) 
0.076** 
(0.029) 
0.080** 
(0.032) 
Rating of economy 0.114** 
(0.010) 
0.114** 
(0.010) 
0.113** 
(0.010) 
Rating of public institutions 0.214** 
(0.010) 
0.214** 
(0.010) 
0.213** 
(0.010) 
Corruption -0.080** 
(0.021) 
-0.081** 
(0.021) 
-0.079** 
(0.021) 
Interpersonal Trust 0.090** 
(0.020) 
0.113** 
(0.023) 
0.090** 
(0.020) 
Civil society member 0.079** 
(0.017) 
0.079** 
(0.017) 
0.078** 
(0.017) 
Community activism 0.025** 
(0.009) 
0.026** 
(0.009) 
0.034** 
(0.012) 
Ideology 0.019** 
(0.003) 
0.019** 
(0.003) 
0.019** 
(0.003) 
Newspaper 0.001 
(0.004) 
0.001 
(0.004) 
0.001 
(0.004) 
Education 0.021* 
(0.012) 
0.021* 
(0.012) 
0.021* 
(0.012) 
Age 0.004** 
(0.001) 
0.004** 
(0.001) 
0.004** 
(0.001) 
Female -0.010 
(0.016) 
-0.010 
(0.016) 
-0.010 
(0.016) 
Income quintile 0.004 
(0.007) 
0.004 
(0.007) 
0.004 
(0.007) 
Unemployed -0.053* 
(0.032) 
-0.053* 
(0.032) 
-0.053* 
(0.032) 
Indigenous 0.036 
(0.040) 
0.037 
(0.040) 
0.034 
(0.040) 
Rural 0.013 
(0.025) 
0.013 
(0.025) 
0.014 
(0.025) 
NGO contact * interpersonal trust  -0.091** 
(0.046) 
 
NGO contact * community activism   -0.025 
(0.019) 
Country level factors    
Bureaucratic quality -0.014 
(0.045) 
-0.013 
(0.045) 
-0.028 
(0.072) 
Party Institutionalization 0.435** 
(0.114) 
0.435** 
(0.114) 
0.516** 
(0.125) 
Average contact with NGOs 0.282 
(0.317) 
0.284 
(0.317) 
0.391 
(0.447) 
GDP per capita 0.000 
(0.000) 
0.000 
(0.000) 
-0.000 
(0.000) 
Constant (ϒ00) 1.172** 
(0.030) 
1.168** 
(0.030) 
1.152** 
(0.037) 
Individual level variance component (σ2) 
 
0.831** 
(0.010) 
0.831** 
(0.010) 
0.831** 
(0.010) 
Country level variance component  (τ00) 0.011** 
(0.004) 
0.011** 
(0.004) 
0.020** 
(0.007) 
Variance of the NGO contact parameter 0.006* 
(0.004) 
0.006* 
(0.004) 
0.006* 
(0.004) 
Rho 0.020 0.020 0.031 
-2x Log likelihood 35471.75 35467.84 -17739.916 
N; Countries 13348; 18 13348; 18 13348; 18 
Note: Coefficients from xtmixed in Stata with standard errors in parentheses. * = p <.05, ** = p <.01 
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Table 3.4  Models of Contact with Government 
 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 
Individual level factors    
NGO contact 1.579** 
(0.090) 
1.580** 
(0.093) 
1.699** 
(0.099) 
Trust in local government 0.098** 
(0.023) 
0.098** 
(0.023) 
0.098** 
(0.023) 
Rating of economy -0.052** 
(0.026) 
-0.052** 
(0.026) 
-0.051* 
(0.026) 
Rating of public institutions -0.003 
(0.027) 
-0.003 
(0.027) 
-0.006 
(0.027) 
Corruption 0.288** 
(0.054) 
0.288** 
(0.054) 
0.287** 
(0.054) 
Interpersonal Trust 0.038 
(0.054) 
0.039 
(0.065) 
0.041 
(0.054) 
Civil society member 0.336** 
(0.045) 
0.336** 
(0.045) 
0.330** 
(0.045) 
Community activism 0.328** 
(0.023) 
0.328** 
(0.023) 
0.379** 
(0.029) 
Ideology 0.004 
(0.008) 
0.004 
(0.008) 
0.004 
(0.008) 
Newspaper 0.048** 
(0.009) 
0.048** 
(0.009) 
0.048** 
(0.009) 
Education 0.193** 
(0.031) 
0.193** 
(0.031) 
0.195** 
(0.031) 
Age -0.001 
(0.001) 
-0.001 
(0.001) 
-0.001 
(0.001) 
Female -0.214** 
(0.043) 
-0.214** 
(0.043) 
-0.216** 
(0.043) 
Income quintile 0.042** 
(0.019) 
0.042** 
(0.019) 
0.043** 
(0.019) 
Unemployed 0.029 
(0.083) 
0.029 
(0.083) 
0.028 
(0.083) 
Indigenous -0.044 
(0.103) 
-0.044 
(0.103) 
-0.039 
(0.102) 
Rural 0.237** 
(0.066) 
0.237** 
(0.066) 
0.237** 
(0.066) 
NGO contact * interpersonal trust  -0.004 
(0.115) 
 
NGO contact * community activism   -0.136** 
(0.047) 
Country level factors    
Bureaucratic quality 0.092 
(0.090) 
0.092 
(0.090) 
0.084 
(0.090) 
Party Institutionalization -0.451* 
(0.237) 
-0.451* 
(0.238) 
-0.428* 
(0.232) 
Average contact with NGOs 0.121 
(0.640) 
0.121 
(0.640) 
0.127 
(0.628) 
GDP per capita 0.000* 
(0.000) 
0.000* 
(0.000) 
0.000* 
(0.000) 
Constant (ϒ00) -1.649** 
(0.100) 
-1.650** 
(0.100) 
0.084 
(0.090) 
-2x Log likelihood 13860.55 13860.55 13860.55 
N; Countries 13348; 18 13348; 18 13348; 18 
Country level variance component  (τ00) 0.131** 
(0.053) 
0.131** 
(0.053) 
0.131** 
(0.053) 
Variance of the NGO contact parameter 0.103** 
(0.048) 
0.103** 
(0.048) 
0.103** 
(0.048) 
Rho 0.066 0.066 0.066 
Note: Logistic regression with standard errors in parentheses. * = p <.05, ** = p <.01 
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Figure 3.5 Change in Trust in Local Government from Minimum to Maximum Value of Significant 
Explanatory Factors 
 
 
Table 3.5 Discrete Change in Contact with Local Government 
Variable Change in Probability of Contact from 
Minimum to Maximum of Variable 
NGO contact 0.354 
Trust in local government 0.050 
Rating of economy -0.034 
Corruption 0.050 
Civil society member 0.056 
Community activism 0.189 
Newspaper 0.059 
Education 0.096 
Female -0.036 
Income quintile 0.028 
Rural 0.041 
Party Institutionalization -0.095 
GDP per capita 0.080 
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Addressing Concerns about Selection Effects 
A central problem in studying the outcomes of NGOs on attitudes and behavior is the 
potential for selection effects, such that those who are the most active in their community are 
likely to have high levels of interpersonal trust, which typically predicts trust in government, and 
contact with both NGOs and local governments.  To address the concern about selection effects 
and therefore the causality of these relationships more generally, I take two steps.  First, I 
consider the effect of NGOs across levels of interpersonal trust and community activism (results 
in Models 2 and 3, respectively).  The intent is to look more closely at how NGO contact affects 
trust in government and the likelihood of contact with local government among those who are 
typically engaged in problem solving and among those who are less likely to be active in 
addressing problems in their community.   
I find that among socially trusting people, NGO contact has no effect on trust in 
government; it only has an effect among those who are less socially trusting.  Similarly, NGO 
contact has no effect among those who are very active in solving community problems.  It is 
among those who are not active that trust is increased. In other words, among people who are 
already the movers and shakers of their communities, NGO contact does not impact their 
confidence in local government, which is already higher.  Instead, NGO contact matters most 
among those who are the least likely to engage in solving problems in their communities. 
Turning to contact with government, contact with NGOs increases the probability of 
contacting the local government among the socially trusting and those with less social trust.  This 
is also the case for community activism, among both the inactive and frequently active, having 
contact with NGOs increases the probability of contact with local government (by 0.355 among 
the inactive and by 0.310 among the most active).     
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Second, I conduct matching analysis using a new method.  Matching is a tool to reduce 
the possible bias that stems from estimating a treatment effect, or the effect of an explanatory 
variable, that is not randomly assigned.  Matching is an ever-evolving line of methodological 
innovation (Stuart, 2010).  The predominate methods until recently have relied on propensity 
score matching routines.  These routines, however, are often problematic as they are sensitive to 
the specification of the propensity score, sometimes even leading to greater imbalance and bias 
(Diamond & Sekhon, 2012).  As a result, careful researchers must conduct several iterations to 
maximize balance.  One recent development to address this issue is Genetic Matching by 
Diamond and Skehon (2012), which employs an “evolutionary search algorithm” to maximize 
balance.   
Yet, a more recent development, Coarsened Exact Matching (CEM), not only addresses 
the sometimes persnickety propensity score procedures, but also outperforms them in Monte 
Carlo simulations (Iacus, King, & Porro, 2012).  Exact matching as opposed to propensity scores 
is accepted as the ideal but typically reduces the number of observations so low that the 
procedure possibly increases bias.  The development of “coarsening” data, by creating bins or 
groupings of all the independent variables makes it easier to achieve balance and to ensure that 
matched observations have the similar values of each variable.  CEM essentially tabulates the 
discretized variables for the treated and control groups separately and saves their respective 
relative frequencies, creating a measure of imbalance from the absolute difference, for which a 
weight is derived and observations that match are selected.  The approach requires fewer 
assumptions of the data and reduces the sensitivity of selecting variables upon which to match.  
Fortunately, the data used for analysis in this chapter provide a generous sample size, which is 
more amenable to CEM (Stuart, 2010).  Moreover, I find that CEM outperforms propensity score 
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approaches because it minimizes the differences in means across a greater group of covariates 
and, unfortunately, propensity score approaches fail to balance in many specifications.  In Table 
3.7, the means are compared before and after the matching procedure; once matches are selected 
and weighted, there is no significant difference between the means of the factors for those with 
contact with NGOs and those without.   
Once observations are selected via the CEM procedure and a weight is generated and I 
then use a weighted least-squares regression to re-run the above analysis, clustering errors on 
countries since weighting is not an option in multilevel models. The other variables are included 
in the model to adjust for any remaining imbalance.  The results for trust in local government, 
presented in Table 3.4, indicate that NGO contact continues to be associated with greater trust in 
local government and contact with local government, even after accounting for the aspects that 
predict NGO contact.   
Figure 3.6 Predicted Value of Trust in Local Government 
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Figure 3.7 Predicted Value of Trust in Local Government 
 
Figure 3.8 Predicted Probability of Contact with Local Government 
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Figure 3.9 Predicted Probability of Contact with Local Government 
 
 
Table 3.6 Covariate Balancing Tests 
 Full Sample  
No Weights 
Matched Sample  
Weighted 
 No NGO 
Contact 
NGO 
Contact 
Difference No NGO 
Contact 
NGO 
Contact 
Difference 
Rating of economy 1.521 1.527 0.049** 1.594 1.578 -0.015 
Rating of public institutions 1.880 1.831 -0.178** 1.945 1.930 0.027 
Corruption 0.163 0.341 -0.014** 0.122 0.149 0.018 
Interpersonal Trust 0.193 0.207 -0.293** 0.052 0.070 0.102 
Civil society member 0.395 0.688 -0.62** 0.442 0.544 0.124 
Community activism 0.455 1.075 0.105** 0.281 0.405 -0.322 
Ideology 5.363 5.258 -0.593** 6.202 5.880 0.156 
Newspaper 1.563 2.156 -0.217** 1.841 1.997 0.062 
Education 1.430 1.647 0.031** 1.528 1.590 0.077 
Age 2.460 2.429 0.052** 2.247 2.324 -0.046 
Female 0.521 0.469 -0.275** 0.566 0.520 0.133 
Income quintile 2.935 3.210 0.004** 3.079 3.212 0.005 
Unemployed 0.067 0.063 -0.030 0.005 0.010 0.005 
Indigenous 0.066 0.096 0.004** 0.014 0.019 0.005 
Rural 0.150 0.146 0.049 0.045 0.050 -0.015 
Note: Logistic regression with standard errors in parentheses. * = p <.05, ** = p <.0 
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Table 3.7  Matching Analysis Using Coarsened Exact Matching Explaining Trust in Local 
Government 
 Model 7: 
Trust in Local Governmenta 
Model 8: 
Contact with Local Governmentb 
NGO contact 0.408* 
(0.140) 
1.646** 
(0.142) 
Trust in local government  -0.070 
(0.103) 
Rating of economy 0.159 
(0.132) 
-0.058 
(0.178) 
Rating of public institutions 0.578* 
(0.201) 
0.075 
(0.143) 
Corruption 0.073 
(0.327) 
0.448* 
(0.271) 
Interpersonal Trust 0.048 
(0.359) 
0.239 
(0.546) 
Civil society member -0.039 
(0.125) 
-0.164 
(0.204) 
Community activism 0.081 
(0.102) 
0.355** 
(0.148) 
Ideology 0.010 
(0.035) 
-0.005 
(0.028) 
Newspaper -0.019 
(0.029) 
0.026 
(0.048) 
Education -0.014 
(0.181) 
0.321 
(0.214) 
Age 0.014** 
(0.005) 
0.009 
(0.008) 
Female -0.061 
(0.166) 
-0.371* 
(0.214) 
Income quintile -0.001 
(0.083) 
0.098 
(0.109) 
Unemployed 0.584 
(0.461) 
-0.051 
(0.696) 
Indigenous 0.748* 
(0.395) 
 
Rural 0.293 
(0.302) 
1.035** 
(0.255) 
Bureaucratic quality -0.073 
(0.124) 
-0.030 
(0.092) 
Party Institutionalization 0.691* 
(0.396) 
-0.022 
(0.244) 
Average contact with NGOs -0.092 
(0.861) 
0.042 
(0.830) 
GDP per capita 0.000 
(0.000) 
0.000 
(0.000) 
Cut 1 1.760 
(0.908) 
 
Cut 2 3.403 
(0.877) 
 
Cut 3 5.093 
(0.938) 
 
Constant  -2.622** 
(0.718) 
N 671 667 
Pseudo R2 0.027 0.148 
Note: Clustered standard errors in parentheses, * = p <.05, ** = p <.01,  
a: coefficients of ordinal regression presented,  
b: coefficients of logistic regression presented. 
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Contextual Effects of NGO Contact 
Turning to the effect of NGOs across different contexts, Tables 3.8 and 3.9 show the 
interaction of NGO contact with party institutionalization, the quality of the bureaucracy, and the 
average level of NGO contact.  For trust in government, none of the interaction terms are 
significant.  Delving deeper, as depicted in Figure 3.10, I find that for low levels of party 
institutionalization and bureaucratic quality, NGO contact increases trust in government.
10
   
Taken together, the picture that emerges is that NGO contact matters most in areas with weaker 
government and where overall performance of government is poorer.  This result is consistent 
with the bridging hypotheses: where elections and bureaucracies are struggling, NGO contact is 
more salient, creating better relationships between citizens and government. However, in regards 
to the concern that NGOs flood out local government when there are too many, the interaction in 
Figure 3.10 indicates that there might be some validity to this concern.  NGO contact is 
associated with higher levels of trust in government where only one in four people or fewer have 
contact with NGOs.   
The conditional effects of NGO contact on the likelihood of contact with local 
government yield a different story.  Here, I find that contact with NGOs always increases the 
probability of contact with local governments regardless of the quality of elections, as captured 
by party institutionalization, the quality of bureaucracy or the density of NGOs.  In other words, 
at high and low levels of bureaucratic quality and the functionality of elections, NGOs are related 
to greater contact with local government.  This relationship holds in contexts where more people 
on average have contact with NGOs as well as in places where contact with NGOs is relatively 
                                                 
10 At the lowest level of party institutionalization, NGO contact is significant at a 90% confidence level.   
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rare. Taken together, these findings of the conditional effects of NGOs are more supportive of 
the bridging hypothesis.  They provide no evidence of the “vicious cycle” account of NGOs.   
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Table 3.8  Models of Trust in Government across Different Contexts 
 Model 9 Model 10 Model 11 
Individual level factors    
NGO contact 0.168 
(0.166) 
0.102* 
(0.061) 
0.131* 
(0.072) 
Rating of economy 0.114** 
(0.010) 
0.114** 
(0.010) 
0.114** 
(0.010) 
Rating of public institutions 0.214** 
(0.010) 
0.214** 
(0.010) 
0.214** 
(0.010) 
Corruption -0.080** 
(0.021) 
-0.080** 
(0.021) 
-0.080** 
(0.021) 
Interpersonal Trust 0.090** 
(0.020) 
0.090** 
(0.020) 
0.090** 
(0.020) 
Civil society member 0.079** 
(0.017) 
0.079** 
(0.017) 
0.079** 
(0.017) 
Community activism 0.025** 
(0.009) 
0.025** 
(0.009) 
0.025** 
(0.009) 
Ideology 0.019** 
(0.003) 
0.019** 
(0.003) 
0.019** 
(0.003) 
Newspaper 0.001 
(0.004) 
0.001 
(0.004) 
0.001 
(0.004) 
Education 0.021* 
(0.012) 
0.021* 
(0.012) 
0.021* 
(0.012) 
Age 0.004** 
(0.001) 
0.004** 
(0.001) 
0.004** 
(0.001) 
Female -0.010 
(0.016) 
-0.010 
(0.016) 
-0.009 
(0.016) 
Income quintile 0.004 
(0.007) 
0.004 
(0.007) 
0.004 
(0.007) 
Unemployed -0.053* 
(0.032) 
-0.053* 
(0.032) 
-0.053* 
(0.032) 
Indigenous 0.035 
(0.040) 
0.035 
(0.040) 
0.035 
(0.040) 
Rural 0.013 
(0.025) 
0.013 
(0.025) 
0.013 
(0.025) 
Country level factors    
Bureaucratic quality -0.013 
(0.045) 
-0.009 
(0.045) 
-0.013 
(0.045) 
Party institutionalization 0.442** 
(0.114) 
0.435** 
(0.113) 
0.435** 
(0.114) 
Average contact with NGOs 0.280 
(0.317) 
0.282 
(0.317) 
0.331 
(0.321) 
GDP per capita 0.000 
(0.000) 
0.000 
(0.000) 
0.000 
(0.000) 
NGO contact * party institutionalization -0.063 
(0.093) 
-0.033 
(0.041) 
-0.317 
(0.285) 
NGO contact * bureaucratic quality -0.063 
(0.093) 
-0.033 
(0.041) 
-0.317 
(0.285) 
NGO contact * average contact with NGOs -0.063 
(0.093) 
-0.033 
(0.041) 
-0.317 
(0.285) 
Constant (ϒ00) 0.390* 
(0.204) 
1.185** 
(0.069) 
1.098** 
(0.077) 
Individual level variance component (σ2) 
 
0.831** 
(0.010) 
0.831** 
(0.010) 
0.831** 
(0.010) 
Country level variance component  (τ00) 0.011** 
(0.004) 
0.011** 
(0.004) 
0.020** 
(0.007) 
Variance of the NGO contact parameter 0.006* 
(0.004) 
0.006* 
(0.004) 
0.006* 
(0.004) 
Rho  0.020 0.020 
-2x Log likelihood 35471.30 35471.10 35470.56 
N; Countries 13348; 18 13348; 18 13348; 18 
Note: Coefficients from xtmixed in Stata with standard errors in parentheses. * = p <.05, ** = p <.01 
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Table 3.9  Models of Contact with Local Government across National Factors 
 Model 12 Model 13  Model 14  
Individual level factors    
NGO contact 1.544** 
(0.567) 
1.572** 
(0.208) 
1.849** 
(0.239) 
Trust in local government 0.098** 
(0.023) 
0.098** 
(0.023) 
0.098** 
(0.023) 
Rating of economy -0.052** 
(0.026) 
-0.052** 
(0.026) 
-0.051** 
(0.026) 
Rating of public institutions -0.003 
(0.027) 
-0.003 
(0.027) 
-0.003 
(0.027) 
Corruption 0.288** 
(0.054) 
0.288** 
(0.054) 
0.288** 
(0.054) 
Interpersonal Trust 0.038 
(0.054) 
0.038 
(0.054) 
0.038 
(0.054) 
Civil society member 0.336** 
(0.045) 
0.336** 
(0.045) 
0.337** 
(0.045) 
Community activism 0.328** 
(0.023) 
0.328** 
(0.023) 
0.328** 
(0.023) 
Ideology 0.004 
(0.008) 
0.004 
(0.008) 
0.004 
(0.008) 
Newspaper 0.048** 
(0.009) 
0.048** 
(0.009) 
0.048** 
(0.009) 
Education 0.193** 
(0.031) 
0.193** 
(0.031) 
0.193** 
(0.031) 
Age -0.001 
(0.001) 
-0.001 
(0.001) 
-0.001 
(0.001) 
Female -0.214** 
(0.043) 
-0.214** 
(0.043) 
-0.214** 
(0.043) 
Income quintile 0.042** 
(0.019) 
0.042** 
(0.019) 
0.042** 
(0.019) 
Unemployed 0.029 
(0.083) 
0.029 
(0.083) 
0.029 
(0.083) 
Indigenous -0.044 
(0.103) 
-0.044 
(0.103) 
-0.045 
(0.103) 
Rural 0.237** 
(0.066) 
0.237** 
(0.066) 
0.237** 
(0.066) 
Country level factors    
Bureaucratic quality 0.092 
(0.090) 
0.088 
(0.143) 
0.095 
(0.090) 
Party Institutionalization -0.467 
(0.349) 
-0.451* 
(0.237) 
-0.454* 
(0.237) 
Average contact with NGOs 0.122 
(0.640) 
0.121 
(0.640) 
1.146 
(1.031) 
GDP per capita 0.000* 
(0.000) 
0.000* 
(0.000) 
0.000* 
(0.000) 
NGO contact * party institutionalization 0.020 
(0.316) 
  
NGO contact * bureaucratic quality  0.005 
(0.138) 
 
NGO contact * average contact with NGOs   -1.188 
(0.978) 
Constant (ϒ00) -0.822 
(0.626) 
-0.851** 
(0.431) 
-0.843* 
(0.430) 
-2x Log likelihood 13860.54 13860.54 13589.14 
N 13348 13348 13348 
Countries 18 18 18 
Country level variance component  (τ00) 0.131** 
(0.053) 
0.131** 
(0.053) 
0.131** 
(0.053) 
Variance of the NGO contact parameter 0.103** 
(0.048) 
0.103** 
(0.048) 
0.103** 
(0.048) 
Rho 0.066 0.066 0.066 
Note: Logistic regression with standard errors in parentheses. * = p <.05, ** = p <.01
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Figure 3.10  Conditional Effect of NGO Contact on Trust in Government 
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Conclusion 
In response to very dissonant claims regarding the impact of NGOs on local government, 
this chapter analyzes how NGOs shape the relationship between citizens and local government.  
The extant claims in the literature are organized into four camps about the impact of NGOs: the 
potential to crowd out government, the potential to placate or “anesthetize” citizens, the potential 
to mobilize dissent and demands for change, and the potential to build bonds between citizens 
and government of trust and interaction.  Overall, I find no instance where the relationship 
between NGO contact and trust in or contact with local government is negative, casting doubt on 
the theories that NGOs are crowding out government, at least on average or from this aggregate 
perspective. 
It further explores the ways in which contexts, specifically where governments are weak 
and poorly performing, condition the role that NGOs have in shaping the citizen-government 
relationship.  The story that emerges is that across Latin America, NGOs are not the nefarious 
presence that some scholars warn against.  Instead, this chapter finds that NGO contact is 
associated with higher levels of trust in local government and has a robust relationship with 
contact with local government.   
The chapter further explores the ways in which government performance affects the role 
that NGOs play.  Regardless of the context, stronger or weaker governments, NGOs are still 
associated with higher levels of contact with local government.  The effect for trust, however, is 
not universal.  Contrary to what NGO skeptics might think, NGOs are associated with higher 
levels of trust in local government only in countries with poorly performing governments.  In 
particular, NGOs help build trust in local government in countries where the quality of 
bureaucracy is lower and the elections are not working as well.  This is a reassuring outcome 
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given that it is these areas where we should be most concerned about effecting change and 
mitigating any damage that NGOs might do. 
The main concern with these findings, and indeed with the majority of research 
attempting to look at the causal effects of NGOs, is that people who come into contact with 
NGOs are special, perhaps more outgoing, more active, or more trusting and, as a result, the 
wonderful things NGOs do (be it facilitating participation or sparking development) may be fully 
explained by the unique characteristics of people who come into contact with NGOs.  This 
chapter provides some leverage on this problem by considering what the effect of NGO contact 
among both the more and less trusting and the more and less active.  I find that among the 
socially trusting and those who are more active in their communities, NGOs have no effect on 
trust in local government; among the less active and less trusting, however, those with contact 
with NGOs have higher levels of trust in local government.  I also find that contact with NGOs is 
associated with a higher likelihood of contact with local government among both the trusting and 
not trusting and those more or less active their communities. Moreover, the matching analysis 
which helps to simulate random assignment of NGO contact shows the positive effect of NGOs 
on both trust in and contact with local government holds.   
The correlations in the cross-sectional analysis in the chapter do not prove causation, but 
they demonstrate an important step in determining causation.  In this case, perhaps the most 
powerful finding is not that NGOs do good things, but instead, refuting the claims that NGOs are 
disrupting the relationship between citizens and local governments by making citizens doubt 
government or avoid government. Overall, the findings concur with the slowly growing body of 
research that finds that NGOs facilitate political participation (Boulding, Forthcoming; Brown et 
al., 2007; Kabeer et al., 2012). It also supports Brass’ findings in Kenya that NGOs do not 
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undermine the legitimacy of the state in terms of attitudes toward government (Brass, 2010).  
Her results like mine, demonstrate a weak relationship between NGOs and government 
legitimacy that is sometimes positive but never negative.  
This broad brush stroke misses two important perspectives.  First, it does not allow a 
detailed analysis of the types of NGOs with which individuals have contact, such as service 
versus advocacy NGOs.  This is an area where more research would further our understanding of 
the impact of NGOs and perhaps settle some debate about whether these classifications of NGOs 
really matter.  Moreover, in the measure of NGO contact used in this analysis, NGOs may be 
acting independently or they may be openly collaborating with government.  Thus, the 
relationship between NGO contact and contact with local governments could be a result of social 
or political mobilization or simply direct facilitation.   Secondly, the measure of NGO contact 
provided by the Latinobarometer, while beneficial in that it is one of the very few available, does 
not permit a more in depth perspective on the nature of contact that individuals have – whether 
repeated contact or NGO approaches that employ more participatory approaches change attitudes 
toward local government over one-time connections or more charity-based approaches.  Still this 
research provides an important look into effects of NGOs on the relationship between citizens 
and government, one of the only that is based on large-N data across multiple countries.  The 
findings are reassuring for supporters of NGOs and provide convincing evidence that NGOs are 
not decreasing citizens’ demands on local government.  
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Chapter 4: Do NGOs build closer relationships between citizens and 
government?   
The previous chapter provides support for the idea that NGOs affect the way people think 
about and interact with local government.  This chapter explores whether this holds true for 
service delivery NGOs, who focus only on providing basic goods for people in need rather than 
advocacy work. I build on chapter three by delving into the specific concerns about service-
delivery NGOs in the context of very poor communities where government services are highly 
limited.  This chapter offers an analysis of original survey data from the local level in Peru about 
how NGOs affect citizens’ perceptions of who is responsible for providing basic public goods. It 
then tests whether NGO activity also drives a wedge between citizens and government by 
reducing the interaction citizens have with government. 
I argue that in contexts of weak government service provision, NGOs engaging in service 
delivery will shift preferences away from government to NGOs.  This change, however, does not 
decrease demand for government services nor undermine the accountability of governments to 
provide services.  Poor, and particularly rural, communities are rational, aware of their needs of 
certain support in order to survive.  While they will certainly take an NGO up on a good offer, 
they will not limit their options in pursuing support from other providers, be it other NGOs or 
local government.  Moreover, in some cases, NGOs encourage or facilitate interaction with local 
governments.   
I find evidence supportive of these claims.  Contact with NGOs leads people to be less 
likely to name government as the provider that is helping most.  However, this effect is 
conditional upon attitudes about government service delivery.  Among people who are satisfied 
with government services, NGO contact has no effect on service preferences.  Supporting my 
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results in chapter three, I also find that NGO contact is associated with a greater likelihood of 
contact with local government. 
Letting governments off the hook? 
The concerns about NGOs crowding out government are particularly targeted at NGOs 
that engage in service delivery. Service-delivery NGOs outnumber advocacy-oriented NGOs 
(Brinkerhoff 1999) and they receive the lion’s share of international aid from donors (Kabeer, 
Mahmud, & Isaza Castro, 2012).  They are accused of fragmenting service provision, thereby not 
only creating chaos for local governments but also directly competing with them (C. Collier, 
2000).  This parallel service delivery poaches government employees (Bräutigam & Knack, 
2004; Nunberg & Taliercio, 2012) and reduces citizen demands for government service, creating 
slack in the relationship between citizens and government allowing governments to shirk in their 
responsibilities.  Thus, what starts as NGOs stepping in to temporarily assist or kick start 
development leas to a permanent dependence on impermanent organizations rather than the local 
governments that should be part of a movement towards more responsive and accountable 
governance systems.   
Governments often lack the means to perform as well as NGOs providing such services.   
Bureaucracies and local governments are often known for employing low skilled staff – due in 
part to election turnover, but also due to corruption and clientelistic pressures to provide jobs for 
political supporters (Mauro, 1998).  To foster economic development, states are challenged by 
corruption and by inefficient bureaucracy.  Unruly bureaucratic tape leaves ample space for both 
smaller organizations, like NGOs, that are flexible, adaptive and responsive and organizations 
that are highly specialized in specific services.  The growth in NGOs is motivated not only by 
donors who seek to “by-pass” corrupt and inefficient governments (Bräutigam & Segarra, 2007; 
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Bräutigam, 2000), but also presumably from the local level where people seeking to make 
change opt to create their own organizations rather than pressuring government for services. 
The fragmentation of service provision ultimately leads to the fragmentation of demand 
for services from citizens.  The OECD argues that when aid is channeled through parallel 
institutions, “citizens stop demanding an adequate level of services from their own government, 
instead looking to donors” (OECD, 2008, p. 7).  The fact that NGOs are often better endowed 
with resources makes it more efficient for communities to look to them for support than to press 
an under-funded, constrained local government. 
The competition can lead not only to a splintering of demand, but also weaken 
governments or discourage government’s organizational development over time (Fowler, 1991; 
Mohan, 2002; Tvedt, 1998).  The OECD argues that aid flowing through NGOs as opposed to 
government creates “parallel” or “shadow” institutions which can weaken domestic institutions 
(Herfkens and Bains 2008).  Non-governmental organizations often poach knowledgeable and 
talented employees from government organizations, since these parallel institutions often provide 
better wages (Bräutigam, 2000, p. 40; OECD, 2008).  NGOs engaging in service provision could 
allow the government to step out of the role of service provider completely, abdicating the job to 
NGOs and shirking on their duties, perhaps even claiming credit for NGO services while 
diverting resources to more politically beneficial targets (Collier, 2000; Wood, 1997). Thus, as 
NGOs garner more resources, governments’ inability to provide services becomes a "self-
perpetuating reality" (Farrington and Lewis, 1993, p. 333). 
In all, few of these claims about service-delivery NGOs adversely impeding government 
provision of services are empirically supported.  The causal story of most of the claims reviewed 
thus far begins with NGOs providing services, thereby lessening citizens’ demands for services 
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from government, which in turn lead governments to shirk on services or redirect resources and 
prevent governments from building viable service delivery institutions.   
Yet, some empirical evidence focusing on “demand” raises doubts about the viability of 
these claims.   Against the backdrop of these critical perspectives, some researchers have 
established clear linkages between NGOs and political participation.  The implication is that 
NGOs can engage citizens in activities that presumably create more accountability and 
responsiveness of government. For example, NGOs are associated with protest activity 
(Boulding, 2010) and can shift the outcomes of elections both in favor and against incumbents 
(Boulding & Gibson, 2009; Brown, Brown, & Desposato, 2002).  NGOs are lauded by other 
scholars as having the ability to contest traditional clientelistic relationships (Devine, 2006).  
Yet, it is unclear as to whether these findings apply directly to service-delivery NGOs.   
Hypotheses 
For NGOs to alter the frequency or quality of demands for government services, two 
things must happen.  First, people must come to prefer NGO services over government services.  
This is not necessarily a given outcome when NGOs arrive to dole out services.  A wide array of 
accounts show that NGO’s charitable endeavors often fall quite short of their intent.  Yet, 
assuming NGOs follow through on their promises in the majority cases, citizens would be likely 
to prefer NGOs services over local government services for several reasons.  In some cases, 
NGO services are the only services available to citizens where governments are absent or too 
weak to respond to citizens’ needs.  When governments have the ability to provide services, they 
often do so poorly or at least in contrast to NGOs.  Should NGOs shift preferences away from 
government services, then it is most likely to be true among those who are most disgruntled with 
government services. Based on this, the first two testable hypotheses are as follows:  
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H1: Contact with NGOs increases the probability that individuals will prefer NGO services to 
government services. 
 
H2: Among those who are least satisfied with government services, contact with NGOs decreases 
the probability that individuals will demand services from government in favor of NGOs. 
 
The second observable outcome if NGOs are really crowding out governments is that 
citizens will begin approaching government less in their requests for goods and services, or even 
stop altogether.  This claim, however, suffers from two unlikely, and empirically unsupported, 
assumptions.  The first assumption is that NGOs can fulfill all the needs of communities.  In 
reality, NGOs usually have narrow objectives, perhaps providing vaccinations and health check-
ups but not addressing infrastructure needs, for example.  It is the case that sometimes NGOs 
provide a wide array of support for communities where they develop deeper relationships.  For 
example, the Colorado Haiti Project began by supporting education for youth but in the process 
realized the community had many health problems, so it built a well to provide access to 
drinking water and began a community health program.  Still, most NGOs do not have the 
breadth to expand to cover the developing needs of communities leaving many needs unresolved, 
and therefore directed to governments.  While NGOs may have a high profile in many 
communities, they cannot tackle all of the needs of communities, especially communities that are 
growing and developing, perhaps even in part due to the work of such NGOs.  Realistically, 
community leaders will look to obtain public goods needed by a community wherever possible.   
The second assumption that underlies the assertion that service delivery by NGOs 
reduces that of governments is that individuals and communities are able to approach NGOs to 
ask for help.  In reality, NGOs do not necessarily have a consistent presence in communities.  
Many do not have the model (or resources) of making regular appearances in communities.  As 
such, communities may be able to press NGOs for help when they visit, but are unable to 
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approach them when they don’t.  In rural areas in particular, visiting an NGO’s office in the city 
may prove costly and in many cases, impossible, if communities are not aware of where to find 
NGOs.   
Contrary to the “crowding out” argument, NGO activity may actually spark demand for 
services.  While people may prefer NGO services, they likely continue to make demands of 
government, in fact pressuring government more as a result of their contact with NGOs.  
Demand for services often comes from exposure to service provision.  For example, like many 
new settlement areas in the outskirts of Latin American cities, in Arequipa, Peru, new 
settlements in the city collectively protest for electricity, water and roads, following the steps of 
other settlements that have succeeded in such actions in years prior.  In Iquitos, informal 
settlement communities have few successful role models and have lived for several years without 
basic services.   
In communities that live with sparse access to services, demand for new services can 
catch on quickly once they are introduced.  In a separate research project reviewing the success 
of a local government sanitation project that built ecological latrines in poor areas, community 
members saw the new latrines and began to reach out to local government, regional government 
and NGOs to ask for help in getting similar latrines built for them.  Services beget services.  So 
exposure to NGO service projects does not necessarily dampen demand for government services, 
it can whet communities’ appetites for more services, regardless of who the provider would be.   
Communities may also be more poised to make demands of government as a result of 
contact with NGOs.  The idea of NGOs creating social capital is still an open debate, although 
recent experimental evidence has been able to link NGO activity to an increase in social capital 
within communities in Nicaragua (Brune & Bossert, 2009) and Liberia (Fearon, Humphreys, & 
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Weinstein, 2009).  By introducing resources to communities, NGOs can facilitate mobilization of 
communities that increase their ability to make demands of government (Boulding, 2010; Brown 
et al., 2008). 
H3: Contact with NGOs increases the probability that individuals will contact local government. 
Methodology 
This chapter tests these theories at the sub-national level in Peru, specifically in poor 
areas, where we are most likely to see the highest degree of interaction with service delivery 
NGOs.  I collected original data with a household survey supported by a National Science 
Foundation grant.  The survey, which took a year to develop and six weeks to carry out onsite, 
covers 33 poor communities that are all on the outskirts of the city of Iquitos and rural 
communities within two hours of travel of Iquitos in the municipalities of San Juan Bautista, 
Belen, Indiana, Las Amazonas and Mazán.  The government could not provide population data 
for the communities as they are small and in some cases relatively new.  The peri-urban 
communities located in San Juan Bautista are primarily invasiones or pueblos jovenes, which are 
communities without the formal permission of the municipality to begin constructing 
neighborhoods and houses.  Every other house in rural communities was sampled and in peri-
urban communities, with less defined community boundaries, streets were selected at random 
and every other house on the street sampled.
11
 
Dependent Variables  
To capture service preferences, I use a measure of whether individuals believe that 
NGOs, government, both or neither help their communities most.  This measure of who helps 
                                                 
11
 We followed a common sampling procedure for houses selected to survey that were not home selecting an 
alternate house.  Houses were coded as missing if both the original and alternative houses were unavailable.   
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one’s community most is coded as one if the respondent chose NGOs, zero if the respondent 
indicated both equally, and negative one if the respondent selected government (respondents who 
selected “neither” were dropped).  While the measure does not ask directly about from whom 
people prefer to get services, it implies preferences by getting at who they believe is doing the 
most good for their community. 
To measure political participation, I use a measure of whether individuals have attended a 
meeting or spoken with an elected official in the past three years.  Figure 4.2 presents the 
distribution of this measure for those who have contact with NGOs and for those who have not.  
Whereas nearly 30% of respondents who have had contact with an NGO have also had contact 
with government, only 12% of respondents who have not had contact with an NGO have had 
contact with government. 
Figure 4.1 Who Helps Your Community Most 
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Figure 4.2 Have you attended a meeting or spoken with an elected official in the past three years? 
 
 
Individual Variable of Interest 
Figure 4.3 shows the distribution according to the explanatory variable of interest, contact 
with an NGO.  Respondents are coded as having contact with an NGO if they can name an NGO 
with whom that they have or someone in their community has worked, if they have received 
benefits or services in the last three years from an NGO, if they have attended a meeting with an 
NGO or if they have spoken with someone from an NGO.  Because pilot tests indicated that 
people were not clear on the term NGO, if respondents are unable to name an NGO, they are 
prompted with a description of NGOs, which are “organizations that can be considered as any 
organization or group that is not part of the government that works on social issues like 
education or nutrition.”  Respondents were asked to name as many NGOs as they could to the 
point they could give no more names.  Coders were asked to mark down anytime a respondent 
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could not come up with the name but indicated that they knew of at least one NGO working in 
their community, which also leads to that person being coded as having contact with an NGO.
12
 
In each model, I control for factors typically included in investigating attitudes and 
behavior towards government, including ratings of municipal services, interpersonal trust, 
(Brehm & Rahn, 1997; Steve E. Finkel, Sabatini, & Bevis, 2000; Keele, 2007), political 
knowledge (Booth & Seligson, 2009), and demographic factors, such as gender, age, education, 
income and whether one lives in a rural or peri-urban area.
13
   
Preference of Services 
The results of the first model offer support for the idea that contact with an NGO makes 
individuals more likely to name NGOs as more responsive than government.
14
  Having contact 
with an NGO increases the predicted probability of individuals naming NGOs as most 
responsive from 0.120 to 0.311 (159% increase).  This effect is robust to all other specifications 
of NGO contact.  Model 1, therefore, presents evidence consistent with the first hypothesis that 
individuals will prefer NGO services over government services.   
The satisfaction with government services is the most powerful predictor of selecting 
NGOs as the most responsive, increasing the predicted probability from highly unlikely (0.05) to 
                                                 
12In a follow up 2013 survey, the NGOs named were all primarily service-oriented: Red Cross; DB Peru, which 
supports health care; CU Peru, a group of CU faculty and students that provide annual health services; Hermanos 
Evangelicos, which deliver clothing and medical supplies; Rotary, which builds infrastructure and develops small 
businesses; Caritas, which works in water, sanitation and health programming; Aprocam, a cacao farming group; 
and CONAPAC, which works on rural drinking water and support for rural schools.   
13 Political ideology is also a common factor to test and is relevant to this question of whether people would prefer 
government or NGO services.  Yet, political ideology questions were repeatedly problematic in pilot surveys using 
question wording from the AmericasBarometer and Latinobarometer.  Respondents repeatedly requested that the 
question be repeated.  Non-response rates were very high.  In the previous year, political ideology questions were 
asked and did not correlate to how people voted in the previous mayoral election.  In more in-depth discussions, 
political ideology of left-right orientations does not map well to this context.  Similarly voting for the mayor was a 
problematic measure, clearly agitating respondents, causing some to refuse not answering the question but to end the 
survey. 
14 Results are highly similar with a multinomial logistic model. 
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highly likely (0.692).  The other factors included in the model are all insignificant.  Education is 
weakly significant but is not robust to alternative specifications of the model. More socially 
trusting individuals are just as likely to select government as the most responsive as they are to 
select NGOs.  There is also no difference between individuals living in rural areas and those in 
peri-urban areas that are physically closer to local government.  Preferences of government 
services are also not tied to one’s level of knowledge of the political system. 
Table 4.1  Who Is More Responsive? 
 Model 1: NGOs More 
Responsive than 
Government 
Model 2: NGOs More 
Responsive than 
Government 
NGO Contact 1.204** 
(0.207) 
2.210*** 
(0.669) 
Satisfaction with Government 
Services 
-0.932** 
(0.131) 
-0.646*** 
(0.206) 
NGO Contact * Satisfaction with 
Government Service 
 -0.448* 
(0.263) 
Age -0.015 
(0.010) 
-0.015 
(0.010) 
Female 0.007 
(0.272) 
0.019 
(0.270) 
Education -0.078* 
(0.041) 
-0.076* 
(0.042) 
Rural -0.170 
(0.414) 
-0.151 
(0.415) 
Interpersonal Trust 0.218 
(0.189) 
0.216 
(0.192) 
Income 0.001 
(0.090) 
0.009 
(0.090) 
Political Knowledge 0.363 
(0.499) 
0.345 
(0.515) 
Cut 1 -3.079 
(1.025) 
-2.404 
(1.173) 
Cut 2 -0.522 
(0.970) 
0.158 
(1.129) 
N 298 298 
Pseudo R2 0.154 0.160 
Coefficients are log-odds from ordered logistic regression. Cluster standard errors by community are in parentheses.  ** p<0.05, 
* p<0.1.  
 
In Model 2, I explore whether the effect of NGO contact on perceptions of who is the 
most responsive is conditioned by attitudes about government services.  In other words, is the 
79 
replacement effect for NGOs in shifting demand away from government due primarily to 
dissatisfaction with government services?  It is critical to note that there is no significant 
correlation between ratings of government services and NGO contact (a negative correlation 
coefficient of 0.013).  I find that among those who are most dissatisfied with government, the 
predicted probability of selecting NGOs as the most responsive jumps from 0.353 for those with 
no NGO contact to 0.820 for those with NGO contact.  The effect of NGO contact disappears for 
those who are satisfied with local government services (see Figure 4.3).   
Figure 4.3  Predicted Probability of Selecting NGOs as Service Provider  
 
 
Interviewing leaders from communities, it was very clear that there is a strong preference 
for NGO services.  Even among leaders who have had interactions with NGOs that have not 
followed through, they would still prefer to work with NGOs over the government.  The reasons 
mentioned are primarily the comparable ease and reliability of working with NGOs.  
Communities make demands for goods and services from the local government either through an 
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annual participatory budgeting process that is relatively new or through a process they have been 
doing for years, which is to send community members to the local government with a formal 
letter requesting a particular good or service.  The majority of communities reported that such 
requests must be made multiple times.  In one case, a community sent a representative between 
two and three times per week for over a year before the request was approved.  Once requests are 
approved, communities report that there is no guarantee that the government will follow through 
and they often have to follow up with more visits and other approaches to hold the government 
accountable for its promise.  NGOs, on the other hand, are faster, more reliable and “have the 
interest of the community at heart.”15   
Contact with Government 
Because people prefer working with NGOs, however, does not mean that they make 
fewer demands of government.  Even though NGO contact relates to the selection of NGOs as 
better service providers, it also increases the chance that people will have contact with 
government.  In model 3, controlling for other factors, NGO contact increases the predicted 
probability of contact with government from 0.127 to 0.259.  Political knowledge is also a key 
variable, increasing the chance of contact with government, while being female decreases it. 
These results indicate is that there is little evidence that NGOs are discouraging 
individuals from demanding services of government.  In the case that NGOs are actually 
crowding out governments by decreasing demands for government service, we should see a 
negative relationship between NGO contact and government contact.  While these results support 
the idea that NGOs may facilitate contact with government, there are limitations to these data.  It 
                                                 
15 Interview 7-3. 
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may be that the same individuals who emerge as leaders in communities are liaisons for the 
community to both government and NGOs.  Thus, I turn to qualitative approaches to identify the 
mechanisms as to why NGOs may lead individuals to have greater contact with government. 
Table 4.2  Model of Contact with Local Government 
 Model 3: Contact with 
Local Government 
NGO Contact 0.913** 
(0.356) 
Age 0.016 
(0.010) 
Female -0.728** 
(0.274) 
Education 0.035 
(0.049) 
Rural -0.014 
(0.301) 
Interpersonal Trust 0.162 
(0.155) 
Income 0.020 
(0.121) 
Political Knowledge 1.100** 
(0.538) 
Constant -3.508** 
(1.026) 
N 331 
Pseudo R2 0.105 
Coefficients are log-odds from logistic regression. Cluster standard errors by community are in parentheses.  ** 
p<0.05, * p<0.1.  
 
I find that typically communities or individuals have contact with government in four 
ways. Two of these ways represent the main modes of making requests of local governments for 
goods and services: participatory budgeting meetings that happen on an annual basis and 
“solicitudes,” which require that a community representative present an official letter with 
community member signatures requesting in detail the services they seek from government.  All 
communities report needing to approach government several times before their requests are 
approved.  Solicitudes can represent significant costs to the community in transportation, in some 
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cases resulting in a total cost of 500 soles.  Very rarely do elected leaders visit communities, but 
this happens in rare cases around the election periods.  Lastly, community members can have 
regular contact with government if they are elected to or selected for liaison positions for the 
community, such as the vaso de leche program where a female community member collects the 
names and identification numbers of children in the community to collect small amounts of 
nutritional support.   
So how is service delivery NGOs related to contact with government?  I found no 
evidence that NGO have any impact with regard to the quality or quantity of participation in 
participatory budgeting.  They may, however, influence how often and in what ways 
communities press for support from government through solicitudes.  Returning to the 
assumptions about NGOs replacing government, no community was able to address all their 
needs for external support through NGOs.  Most community leaders expressed that governments, 
although comparatively difficult to work with, are a viable source of support.  For example, in 
San Juan de Floresta, Peru, the community receives water services and school supplies from an 
NGO but still approached a local elected official for a stairway from the community down to the 
river, which was successfully obtained before an election.  Moreover, even if community leaders 
prefer to work with NGOs, they continue to go to government because they are not able to 
approach NGOs on their own, particularly in rural area; instead, they must wait until they visit.   
A good example is that of an NGO in the Peruvian Amazon that provides school supplies 
to river communities.  While they support education by getting needed supplies to the 
communities, it is the state that provides the education through supplying the teacher.  State 
teachers are often absent or underperform— something that is particularly endemic to rural areas.  
The NGO reports that communities have repeatedly approached it for help in obtaining a 
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different teacher, to which the NGO responds that they cannot be involved in the process since it 
is the purview of the government.  However, in many cases, the NGO has provided advice for 
the communities who want help in making teachers more responsive to the community’s needs 
by explaining the government processes by which communities can request new teachers or 
submit complaints.  As a result, some communities have become more efficacious in demanding 
better education services.  It is difficult, however, to discern whether the NGO in these cases 
facilitated new amounts of political participation.  The counterfactual could be that the 
community would have approached the government for help, even if in more traditional ways.   
One government official described that NGOs will occasionally accompany community 
members when they present formal solicitations or visit the municipal government building for 
services.  He recalled one NGO that visited the office with different youth asking for the mayor’s 
endorsements for local and national scholarships for these underprivileged youth.  In another 
example, a community leader recounted to me how a United Nations project to cultivate cacao 
trees was held up because the community members had no farming equipment to implement the 
project.  The NGO involved in the project organized the community to present requests for 
specific materials of the local government and joined the community leader in presenting 
requests to the government until the request was not just granted, but fulfilled.   
I would argue that NGOs, even service NGOs, can broaden political participation by 
encouraging new people to participate, but in most cases they deepen participation by helping 
those who are already participatory identify more effective means of requesting help from 
government.  For instance, women who have contact with NGOs are more likely to already be in 
positions of leadership that put them in contact with governments, such as with the PTA or the 
vaso de leche program.  Still, NGOs delivering services in the area have fostered opportunities 
84 
for women to participate in decision making within the communities.  In one community, an 
NGO that works to build drinking water systems requires communities to form water 
committees, for which they strongly encourage having at least one woman serve on the 
committee.  Later, Rotary, an NGO known in the area for investing in infrastructure projects, 
approached the community to work with women to set up a small cooperative.  One leader in the 
cooperative described the interaction saying that the NGO was open to helping the community 
and she stepped forward to ask how she could start a business with others in the community.  Her 
first elected position was serving on a water committee for the then-new water system built by a 
different NGO.  Now, after a year of a successful soap-making cooperative, she serves as the 
new municipal liaison.  She is clearly a natural leader and may have taken on a position of power 
in the community without the opportunities provided by the NGOs.  Yet, these opportunities 
helped to cultivate book-keeping skills and garner respect within the community, helping to 
propel her into a position of leadership in the course of two years. 
Conclusions 
This chapter has examined the argument that NGOs crowd out local government by 
focusing on how NGO contact shapes attitudes toward and contact with local government.  Some 
argue that NGOs providing services allow local governments to shirk and undermine the image 
of government because it is “out-performed” by other organizations.  Testing the question in the 
context of Peru, where local governments are highly challenged in providing services, and 
specifically in poor communities in the Amazon that have contact primarily with service delivery 
NGOs, this research finds evidence that people do prefer NGO services when they have had 
contact with NGOs.  Unsurprisingly, the effect is particularly strong for those who find that 
government services are lacking.  However, a large percentage of individuals who have had 
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contact with NGOs still select NGOs and government as providing equal services.  Furthermore, 
contact with NGOs also increases the likelihood that individuals will have contact with 
government.   This suggests that NGOs are filling gaps in service provision but not in a way that 
is letting government off the hook.  Individuals who have received services from NGOs may be 
more likely to elect NGOs for further services but they are also more likely to make demands on 
government for other services.   
These findings complement recent work by Kabeer et al. (2012) that find that even 
microfinance organizations that are primarily geared toward economic services have an impact 
on political participation, albeit much smaller than NGOs dedicated to advocacy and political 
change.  Given the range of the quality of NGOs’ work in the area, these findings are somewhat 
surprising.  Iquitos is littered with examples of failed NGO projects, from broken wells to failed 
microenterprise projects.  Yet, contact with NGOs, measured in the widest sense as individuals 
who are aware of NGOs working in their community, still relates to preferences for NGO 
services.   
Overall, the evidence provided in this chapter suggests a more nuanced perspective as to 
whether NGOs are crowding out local government through their work in developing contexts.  
They can and do appear to change preferences in service provision, shifting them from 
governments to NGOs.  Yet, the story is more complex than this argument portrays.  By 
providing services in these communities, NGOs are also paving the way for citizens to make 
demands of government for other services.  This could be happening in a number of ways.  First, 
exposure to some services can increase expectations for other services.  Since NGOs are not able 
to provide all services in any given context, citizens will ultimately approach government for 
those it can’t get through NGOs.  Second, the contact with NGOs that many communities have 
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may also be building the capacity of communities to make demands of government.  While some 
NGOs do very little besides providing humanitarian assistant (medical clinics, school supplies, 
etc.), other NGOs find it necessary to engage communities more generally to identify community 
interests and capacity before beginning their projects.  In the course of developing projects, NGO 
contact can lead to more cooperative behavior in communities, a resource that can then be 
leveraged to make demands of government.  The argument, therefore, that service delivery 
NGOs are disrupting the relationship between citizens and governments is misleading.  Their 
presence not only brings in new resources that are helpful to communities (and therefore local 
governments), but it also shapes behavior in a way that is likely to increase accountability of 
local governments.  
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Chapter 5: Do NGOs inhibit or facilitate government investment in rural 
water services? 
The empirical chapters thus far have explored the effect of NGOs on the attitudes and 
behaviors of citizens.  The aim of this chapter is three-fold.  First, I seek to build on the findings 
up until this point by applying a qualitative lens to them.  This is beneficial because it permits a 
new unit of analysis – the community – as opposed to the focus on individuals in previous 
chapters.  Individuals are rooted in communities and NGOs, particularly in rural areas, tend to 
work with communities to implement projects and deliver goods.  Solicitations for help from 
governments, moreover, are more often done at the community level in rural areas than at the 
individual level.  The qualitative perspective also allows more detail and complexity about the 
causal mechanisms that might link NGOs to greater contact with governments.   
The second purpose of this chapter is to extend the analysis to a new dependent variable, 
one that depending on the service in question can be difficult to observe through quantitative 
data: government capacity.  With this chapter, I therefore introduce a new research question: Do 
NGOs build or weaken government capacity for service delivery?  To answer this, I look at the 
role NGOs play as facilitators of information as well as the impact of NGO resources on 
governments. 
Lastly, this chapter serves as a means of applying the issues surrounding the impact of 
NGOs on local governments to a particular policy arena: rural water services.  Rural water 
services provide an interesting vantage point on the debates regarding NGOs because water is a 
critical human need and, relevant for this research, it is a service that is more territorial than 
other services.  People need one functional source or system so water provides an angle by which 
we can clearly see a division of “territory” by government or NGOs, as well as duplication of 
efforts.  Other services, such as health services can be duplicative in nature such that it is actually 
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beneficial to have competing services, such as for second opinions or supplemental services.   
Yet in the water sector, while competition might spark innovation and improvement in services, 
people rarely use multiple installed water systems.  As a result, rural water services provide an 
example of where we would be more likely to see governments crowded out by NGO activity. 
I argue that even as NGOs step in to provide services, they do not inhibit communities 
from approaching government for assistance.  NGOs, in this context of high levels of poverty 
and weak local governments, are providing important support for communities and typically do 
so in a way that is faster, more reliable and less demanding of communities’ time and money.  
Still, governments remain highly relevant to communities, even if the challenges in seeking and 
receiving support are substantial.  In this regard, NGOs have helped in incremental ways to 
facilitate communities’ interactions with government. 
The primary concern about NGO involvement in providing services is whether their 
actions affect the long-term ability for people to get their needs met.  Stable, strong and 
representative local governments are the best bet in ensuring equitable access to services over 
time.  Without coordination with local governments, NGOs do little to help build the capacity of 
governments and some senses create problems by leaving behind a geography of infrastructure 
with different technical designs. 
The data employed to test my argument are derived from qualitative interviews with 44 
individuals who are predominantly community leaders but also government representatives and 
NGOs in the communities of Iquitos, Peru where I have conducted research over the last three 
years.  Through visiting the communities, inspecting water plants, and talking with the elected 
community leaders, I developed insights as to the interaction between communities, governments 
and the various service NGOs that visit the communities. 
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The analysis in this chapter shows that even in a particularly difficult case of water 
services, NGOs are working in ways that eventually serve to engage local governments in 
service provision, albeit in a limited way.  I find that NGOs do not decrease contact with 
government, even when they are particularly active in a community.  NGOS facilitate interaction 
both by approaching governments directly and by requiring communities to participate in the 
costs of projects, which encourages communities to involve governments.  My research provides 
some explanation for the relationship between NGO contact and government contact – one that is 
less through the channel of building social capital and more the result of NGO approaches.  I find 
that despite the frequent support of NGOs, communities have little reliable access to NGOs, 
making visits to government to request support continually necessary.  With respect to NGOs’ 
impact on government capacity, I find that they are injecting resources to make government 
investments reach more communities.  The implication is that more people get access to water, 
but in this case it may also suggest an overall decrease in government investment because NGOs 
are providing the majority of the cost.  While NGOs are clearly helping to get access to water for 
more communities, the government is poorly informed of these efforts and strategic planning to 
extend access, supplementing the work of the NGOs, does not appear to be imminent.   
The chapter begins by presenting a background on the challenges associated with rural 
water services.  It then presents the hypotheses to be tested along with an explanation of the 
methodological choices of the work.  It then reviews the findings, starting with an analysis of the 
impact of NGOs on preferences for services and contact with government, followed by an 
exploration of the ways in which NGOs affect the information governments have about needs for 
rural water services and the resources government has to invest in them.  It concludes with some 
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implications of the findings, suggesting ways to establish conditions that are more favorable for 
supporting sustainable service delivery, particularly by local governments. 
The Case of Rural Water 
Extending access to clean water to people has progressed across the world, but has lagged 
in rural areas.  Most countries have met the Millennium Development Goals to halve the number 
of people living without drinking water, but the most difficult areas to reach are primarily rural 
areas where the majority of people living without access to clean water live (JMP, 2013).  In 
Latin America, for instance, 25 million people living in rural areas still lack access to clean water 
(JMP, 2013).   
Figure 5.1  Percentage of Rural Population with Access to Drinking Water 
 
Source: Joint Monitoring Programme (2013) 
 
In Peru, access to drinking water in rural areas has been improving over the last 20 years, 
but it is still well below the regional average.  In 1990, 55% of the rural population in Peru did 
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not use improved water sources (JMP, 2013).
16
  The Joint Monitoring Programme for Water 
Supply and Sanitation (JMP) estimates that this fell by 10% by 2000 and another 10% by 2011 
(JMP, 2013).  Comparatively, for all of Latin America, in 1990, 36% were not drinking clean 
water, a figure that dropped to 18% by 2011 (JMP, 2013). 
These improvements in the region and in Peru are due in part to the concerted global 
effort to achieve the Millennium Development Goal.  Accordingly, aid flows directed at water 
and sanitation have increased dramatically in the last decade.  In 2011, Official Development 
Assistance (ODA) reported by the OECD flowing to water supply and sanitation was $6.6 
billion, with $918 million to Latin America (OECD, 2014).  As shown in Figure 2, the ODA 
flows directed to water and sanitation to Peru have increased by more than 2000% in the last ten 
years. It is difficult, however, to determine what portion of this aid goes to rural water 
specifically.  The Peru Water Intelligence Report shows that the total investment in the water 
sector from 2000 to 2005 was $833 million, only 15% of which was directed to rural areas 
(Global Water Intelligence, 2011).   
One reason access to drinking water in rural water areas is limited is because rural water 
services pose substantial challenges.  Water infrastructure in rural areas requires a much higher 
cost per user than in urban areas (WashCost, 2012).  While urban systems with greater and 
denser populations can conceivably become profitable and pay for their initial construction, rural 
systems are likely to need subsidy (Lockwood & Smits, 2011). The construction of infrastructure 
is really only the first step.  At a minimum, ongoing maintenance of the system requires a trained 
onsite operator, procurement of chemicals and an energy source (such as gasoline) to run the 
                                                 
16 Access and use are difficult to distinguish.  The JMP reports are based on use through surveys conducted by 
MICS, DHS and censuses, which typically gather data on household respondents’ answers on what type of water 
they drink (JMP, n.d.).  While people may have access to clean water, they may not necessarily make use of it 
depending on a variety of factors, such as cost, convenience and personal preferences.   
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system, and the ability to procure and install replacement parts.  These challenges explain why 
break-down rates of rural water systems can be as high as 70% around the world (Huby & 
Stevenson, 2003; Lockwood & Smits, 2011).
17
   
Figure 5.2 Official Development Assistance to Peru for Water and Sanitation 
 
Source: ODA Flows from OECD countries in million dollars (OECD, 2014). 
 
To increase access to drinking water and improve its quality, many countries have 
decentralized water institutions.  A recent report by the UN-Water GLAAS group finds that over 
90% of countries they surveyed have decentralized responsibility for drinking water (GLAAS, 
2012).  While this decentralization is widely advocated, it often leaves the burden to local 
governments without the resources to adequately carry out rural water services.  The same 
GLAAS report, for example, finds that fiscal decentralization only occurred in 40% of the 
countries surveyed (GLAAS, 2012).  A similar report by Triple-S concludes that in most cases 
local governments are “weak and poorly ill-equipped” to address rural water concerns 
(Lockwood & Smits, 2011, p. 69). 
                                                 
17 Break down rates vary considerably, ranging from 70% in Ghana to around 20% in another cross-national study 
(for a review, see Lockwood & Smits, 2011). 
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In Peru, while the responsibilities for water fall under the jurisdiction of several 
governmental organizations, local governments are those that play the most important role for 
rural areas.  At the national level, the primary organization is PRONASAR (also called the Water 
for All program), housed in the Ministry of Housing, Construction and Sanitation, which 
primarily supports the transfer of resources from the national government to regional and 
provincial levels (Jaramillo and Alcázar 2012).  Local governments are responsible for three-
quarters of the total government budget allocated to water and sanitation, with regional 
governments responsible for 21% (Jaramillo and Alcázar 2012). There is a substantial shortfall, 
however, in the amount of allocated funds that are actually executed, with both regional and 
local governments executing only 64% (Jaramillo and Alcázar 2012).  Jaramillo and Alcázar find 
that the average investment in water and sanitation per district is approximately 1.3 million Soles 
($463,000), which they argue is not sufficient to significantly impact the number of those 
without access to improved water and sanitation. 
Rural water is particularly challenging in Peru.  In the 1990s, a push by the central 
government to build rural water infrastructure led to the construction and rehabilitation of 13,000 
rural water systems (De Ferranti, Guerrero, Leipziger, & Bakalian, 2002).  A high proportion of 
these, however, fell into disrepair and disuse (De Ferranti et al., 2002). One of the reasons cited 
for this by the World Bank was the lack of engagement of local governments in supporting the 
systems, in part because local governments were not involved in their construction (World Bank, 
2002).   
While Peru is trying to address the shortcomings of the institutional arrangements for 
rural water, there is still a clear gap in sufficient governance.  In 2000, local governments were 
designated to be responsible for rural water.  Yet, in 2005, the Ministry of Housing, Construction 
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and Sanitation recognized Juntas Administrativas de los Servicios de Saneamiento (JASS) as 
responsible for the provision of the rural water services and began to establish a regulatory 
structure for the juntas under the central government’s program PRONASAR.  In practice, 
around 85% of rural communities have not established a JASS (Calzada & Iranzo, 2013) and, in 
many cases, the JASS for communities is poorly trained  (Calderon Cockburn, 2004).
18
  The 
responsibility for drinking water for rural communities thereby falls to local governments.  The 
current and historical vacuum of responsibility and technical capacity widens the opportunity for 
the participation of NGOs in the rural water sector in Peru.
19
   
Hypotheses 
The focus on rural water services in such a context described above with wide gaps in 
governance and increasing activity of NGOs working in the water sector, makes this context and 
focus a tough test for NGOs and a case where we are most likely to see the “crowding out” 
effect.  With governments facing substantial challenges of providing rural water services and 
NGO activity highly prevalent, NGO skeptics would expect to see NGOs supplanting 
government – winning the support of communities, and redirecting demand away from 
government.     
I consider the impact of NGOs on local governments to be exerted in two ways: first, by 
shaping the incentives for governments to invest in services, which are influenced by demands of 
citizens; and second, by affecting the ability of government to invest in services. I expect to find 
                                                 
18 The PRONASAR website provides the model on how it supports regional governments, municipal governments 
and the JASS.  Yet, all documentation about its current activities show that it has nine regions where it is or will be 
working and is not targeting the remaining sixteen, which include the region of Loreto, where Iquitos is located 
(PRONASAR, n.d.).  
19 Calderon (2004) notes that of the total investment in rural water from 1990-1998, NGOs provided 16.3%.  This 
has likely increased given the exponential growth in the number of NGOs in Peru since 1990. 
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that indeed, communities prefer NGO services, but that the frequency of requests for support 
from government is not reduced by NGO involvement in communities.  Instead, NGO 
involvement in communities will increase, albeit in small ways, and make more efficient the 
interactions communities have with local government. 
H1: Communities with contact with NGOs will prefer NGO services over local government 
services. 
H2: NGO service provision will increase communities’ demand for local government services. 
In regards to water services specifically, the crowding out argument would hypothesize 
that NGO provision of rural water services will decrease communities’ demand for local 
government water services.  I find some merit in this specific aspect of the crowding out 
argument such that if a community already receives a specific service from one actor, they will 
not continue to seek that service from another but instead request support for other needs. 
H2b: NGO provision of rural water services will decrease communities’ demand for local 
government rural water services. 
Lastly, I expect that NGOs will be operating largely independently of the local 
government and, as a result will not inform government of their activities and generally fragment 
the overall water sector, weakening the ability of government to coordinate and make efficient 
investments to improve access to drinking water. 
H3: NGOs weaken the capacity of local government to provide services by fragmenting service 
provision. 
Methodology 
I test the hypotheses of the impact of NGOs on local government in a condition where we 
are most likely to see the skeptic’s story of NGOs using a case study of rural water services 
outside of Iquitos, Peru.  This area is representative of cases around the world where there is no 
national plan for rural drinking water that regulates, incentivizes or supports investment for 
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lower levels of government.  PRONASAR is in charge of addressing rural water needs, but the 
scope of PRONASAR’s current work does not include the Loreto region where this study is 
situated, leaving the responsibility to local governments.  Within Iquitos and the surrounding 
area there are multiple local governments, called municipal district governments, a provincial 
government and the regional government of Loreto.  Regional and provincial governments have 
been involved in rural water services with collaborative projects, where they contribute a portion 
of the costs.  Both municipal district governments and regional governments have built rural 
water systems in the area.   
There is also very loose regulation of NGOs in the area of this study.  NGOs may choose 
to notify local governments of their work or may not.  NGOs are strongly encouraged to register 
with the national government’s agency regulating NGOs, called the Peruvian Agency of 
International Cooperation (APCI), with the incentive of tax deductions but even if they do, 
regional governments, who are the ones that receive listings of NGOs from APCI, may not 
necessarily have contact with them.
20
  Moreover, local governments may never even be informed 
of the NGO’s work in their own municipality.   Several NGOs have been involved in water or 
sanitation projects around Iquitos.  Within the rural areas, these include Rotary; Bomberos 
Unidos, a Spanish NGO; CONAPAC, a local NGO; Water Missions International, a US-based 
NGO; Operation Blessing International, a US-based NGO; CGC Health, a US-based NGO; Peru 
Water Project, a Danish NGO; and various international churches.  Only two of these 
organizations are actually listed with the Loreto Regional Government while most are not. 
In sum, this area is like a frontier where both NGOs and local governments choose to act, 
but are not forced or incentivized to invest in rural water services by the national government.  
                                                 
20 Two of the NGOs I interviewed had not heard of APCI. 
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Moreoever, none of the water projects in this study were part of a larger project supported by an 
international organization, such as the World Bank.  No long-term planning or integration was 
mandated for these projects. In other words, they evolved from local demand and/or local 
interests on the parts of the service providers, e.g. NGOs and governments.   
Another feature of Iquitos is that there is no private market for rural water services.  This 
is rather typical around the world.  Like urban areas around the world, there are private 
organizations engaged in drinking water in the city of Iquitos and the closest peri-urban 
communities, but this is limited, at this point, to the market for bottled drinking water in the city.  
I found no cases of private provision of rural water services and all communities I visited used 
local water sources, such as rain water or river water, prior to receiving rural water services. 
One issue that makes this case somewhat unique is that water is abundant in this area but 
drinking water is scarce.  This means that for all communities in the case studies, access to water 
is possible via at least one source that is within reasonable walking distance to community 
centers.  The implication is that investment on the part of NGOs or governments is not 
determined by the availability of water sources. 
Case Selection 
All of the communities I selected are small and located in rural areas between thirty 
minutes and two hours from the city of Iquitos so they are areas where people can feasibly travel 
to solicit help from government and communities that government officials can visit themselves 
within one day.
21
  The communities were selected based on the type of provider who built the 
                                                 
21 Transportation methods vary both on the road (for the southern communities) and on the rivers.  The cheapest 
transportation modes are the slowest. The furthest communities may need more than one day to visit government if 
they take the slowest transportation available but I did not find that contact with governments was correlated by the 
distance from it and the community. 
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water system.  I identified four areas outside of the city of Iquitos: communities along the Napo 
River nearly two hours north of the city, communities along the Amazon River within one hour 
north of the city, communities in the district of Belen east of the city and communities south of 
the city along the road leading to Nauta.   
In these areas, I identified communities with water systems and selected among those to 
create variation on the type of provider: local government, various NGOs, or an NGO-
government collaboration.  Government-built systems were more difficult to identify than NGO-
built systems and in these four locations, I was able to identify only two collaborative water 
projects.  Wanting to target no more than 20 communities due limitations of time and resources, 
my goal was not to create a representative sample of systems to know the percentages of water 
systems provided by NGOs versus local governments, rather I sought to ensure variation in the 
degree of contact communities have with NGOs and in the provision of water services.  Visiting 
both regional and local governments I was not able to find a central repository of information 
about which rural communities have water systems and which do not, let alone a listing of who 
had built those systems, which precluded selecting communities randomly.  Instead, my goal in 
selecting these communities was to understand the dynamics within the communities and the 
interactions between the communities and the organizations who built the systems to better 
understand how NGOs influence communities and local governments.  In all, I visited 19 
communities: 12 that had received water services from NGOs, 5 from local government and 2 
from collaborative projects. 
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Table 5.1  Characteristics of Selected Communities  
Community Size 
(people) 
Current Provider 
Type 
Type of Water 
System/Service
22
 
El Dorado 350  Local government Household connections 
Cañaveral 212  Local government Borehole for community 
collection 
Canto Gallo 322  Collaboration Community collection 
Los Delfines 800  Collaboration Household connections 
San Lucas 320  Local government Water delivery trucks 
Centro Unidos 183  NGO Community collection 
Urco Miraño 605  NGO Community collection at 
distribution sites 
San Alejandro 192  Local government Mix of household 
connections and community 
collection 
Santa Victoria 198  NGO Community collection 
Canada 210  NGO Community collection 
Irlanda 174  NGO Community collection 
San Antonio de Marupa 130  Local government Community collection 
Zapo Playa  189  Local government Community collection 
Ramon Castilla 186  NGO Community collection 
Yanamono II 146  NGO Community collection 
Palmeras II 288  NGO Community collection 
Yanamono 126  NGO Community collection 
Nuevo San Juan de las Amazonas 120  NGO Point-of-use  
(household systems) 
Suni Cano 119  NGO Community collection 
 
                                                 
22
 The water systems vary in design.  Many of the systems were constructed to be community water purification 
points where community members have to walk to the plant to collect water.   
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Figure 5.3  Providers of Rural Water Services in Selected Cases 
 
 
In each selected community, I interviewed 1-3 members of the community who were 
elected to a position of leadership.  In most cases, this was the teniente gobernador (Lieutenant 
Governor), who serves as the community’s primary leader.  I also interviewed the agente 
municipal, which is a position elected by the community who must be approved by the municipal 
government.  The agente acts as the liaison between the community and the municipal 
government.  Lastly, I interviewed people in charge of the PTA and women who had been 
elected to be the liaison for the vaso de leche program where they coordinate support from the 
national government (via the municipal government) for children in the community.  I selected 
leaders to interview since they would be the most informed about the needs of the community, 
ongoing and past interactions with local government and interactions with NGOs.  Additionally, 
I interviewed officials in the local and regional governments representing these communities and 
6 
11 
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the NGOs who were responsible for providing water services in the communities where 
possible.
23
   
Results  
Before discussing the impact of NGOs, it is important to get a sense of the amount of 
contact communities have with NGOs.  Every community in the study has had contact with 
NGOs.  NGOs, both local and international are fairly active in the area due to the high rates of 
poverty, the interest in preserving the Amazon and the annual flooding that led to states of 
emergency in both 2011 and 2012 with record high levels attracting the help of international 
organizations such as UNICEF, the World Food Program, and the International Federation of the 
Red Cross and Red Crescent.  The amount of contact, however, does vary.  In Palmeras Dos, for 
example, they are visited by an ecotourism NGO on a weekly basis, giving tours to tourists.  
From these tourists, they have received a number of charitable donations via the NGO, such as 
Canadians sending computers or Americans sending clothes.  They have also received a bridge, a 
paved walkway and a water system from Rotary as well as a water system and annual school 
supplies from CONAPAC.  On the other end of the spectrum, San Lucas has had contact with 
three NGOs in five years, none of which have visited in the last year and one of which only 
visited the community one time.  The fewest number of NGOs for any community was two and 
the largest amount was five with the average being 3.1.
24
  The frequency of contact with NGOs 
also varied, leaving some communities without any contact in the last year and others with 
regular monthly contact.  The average number of visits in the last year from an NGO was 3.94. 
                                                 
23 In communities with Rotary support, I was not able to interview any contacts from Rotary locally.   
24 Data is missing for Urco Miraño. It is coded as having contact with three NGOs because of their visible presence 
but it is possible that the community works with more. 
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Reviewing the services that communities receive, it is clear that government is still the 
main provider in these areas, with only a few exceptions.  All communities had schools provided 
by the central government.  All communities received support from the central government 
(delivered by regional and local governments) in the form of programa junto and the vaso de 
leche program, which provides limited food assistance and cash transfers to poor families. 
Overall, I find that NGOs only provide a small portion of the services communities need and 
when they do, these services are often sporadic.  For example, one medical NGO sends a boat 
along the rivers once a year delivering medical supplies and providing roving clinics to assist 
rural communities.  Other NGOs deliver donated goods on a one-off basis.  On the other hand, 
there are several examples of NGOs providing high levels of support (more akin to integrated 
approaches), such as the example above, but these examples are not the norm. 
Now I turn to the primary research question: do NGOs impact local government 
investment in rural water services?  I look at the impact of NGOs on local governments in two 
ways: the effect of NGOs on demand for services, or the citizen-government relationship that 
determines the political incentives of providing services, and the possibility that NGOs affect the 
capacity of government to provide services. 
The Effect of NGOs on the Political Incentives of Government Investment 
 
Preference for Service Providers:   Overall, it is quite clear that community leaders 
prefer to work with NGOs rather than governments.  Of the 29 people interviewed, 26 favored 
NGOs over government with respect to services.  Only one person favored government over 
NGOs, and two felt that both governments and NGOs are more or less equal.   The reasons 
people prefer NGOs mainly relate to the ease of getting the offer or promise of help, the speed 
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with which NGOs finish projects, and the reliability that a project will be completed when it is 
promised.  For example, one leader said, “For us, the assistance that NGOs deliver is better than 
the local government.  They complete [projects] but with the government, it’s only words.”25  
Another leader responded that “while the government asks us for documents, the NGOs come 
and help.”26 
The process of getting help from government was always described as laborious and 
costly.  Communities have to present a written request for the service in person at the 
government that is signed by the majority of the community.  They are often turned away or 
unable to submit the document.  They all mention that success is usually a matter of how often 
they send someone.  So it was no surprise that leaders mentioned that NGOs are easier to 
approach, even if NGOs are rarely visiting communities.  For example, the lieutenant governor 
from Santa Victoria said, “I have more confidence in NGOs.  It’s easier to ask them for help.  
With the government it’s always ‘but’ or ‘another time’.”27  These findings contrast to those of 
Andersson, who finds that local forest users value support of both NGOs and municipal 
governments equally high (Andersson, 2013).  My findings relate to the relative ease with which 
citizens can get support from NGOs as opposed to government but I also find that nearly all 
communities continue to see the government as a critical source of support. 
With only 19 communities, no statistical relationship emerges between government 
services or NGO contact and the preferences of NGOs or government.  Generally, people prefer 
NGOs regardless of how much help they get from them.  But governments do seem to fair better 
when people perceive that they are doing what they can.  For example, from the community with 
                                                 
25 Interview 7-2. 
26 Interview 8-1. 
27 Interview 9-1. 
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a working water plant from the government, both leaders seemed positive about the government, 
with one preferring to work with government and the other saying that he doesn’t “care if they 
get a service from the government or from an NGO.  It only matters that they get help.  
Ultimately, though, it’s up to the local authorities.”28  Exploring the last part of his response, I 
asked him to clarify as to why it is up to the local authorities.  He believed that NGOs are only 
able to work with communities with permission of the government.  
One important observation, however, is that the perception of how well government is 
doing is not necessarily coupled with government services.  One clear example is of this is Canto 
Gallo, a community only 45 minutes from the city thanks to a new paved path that the 
government built a couple of years ago.  The mototaxis that buzz back and forth from the city to 
the river port in Canto Gallo speed past the new poles that the government is busy erecting to 
extend electricity to the area.  The community extends from the river to a clearing around which 
there is a medical post, a secondary school, a large water treatment plant provided by a 
government-NGO collaboration (albeit not working), and a handful of houses on stilts, some of 
which have shiny new tin roofs from the central government program called techo digno.   
Of all the communities, this one seems to have the most support from all levels of 
government.  At the same time, NGO contact is sparse, unlike other communities I had visited.  
Occasionally, NGOs like the Lyon’s Club show up with medical services or clothes but it has not 
received the deep support other communities have such as the three-year sponsorship Rotary 
sometimes invests.  Yet, the president of the water association, had little supportive to say of the 
government, especially relative to NGOs.    Overlooking the school, the clinic, the path, he said, 
“When NGOs come, they have a meeting and say what they want to do.  They get the 
                                                 
28 Interview 2-2. 
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community’s permission.  And they do it.  Right away.   But when the government comes, it will 
take a long time. A long time.  With NGOs, it doesn’t take any time at all.”29  With the dignified 
housing program, he believed that the program promises a carpenter, a roof and flooring.  He 
said he received only the tin roof.  The fact that he didn’t receive the flooring made him sour that 
the government wasn’t following through, despite the upgrade to his house of a new, sturdy roof. 
People see both NGOs and government as possible service providers.  The interviews 
began with a focus on the community and then proceeded to inquire about contact with 
government and government services.  Even though NGOs were only part of the interview at the 
end, they were often brought up naturally by respondents earlier when asked about the services 
they have received.  In one case, when asked what level of government is most helpful to the 
community, the respondent volunteered “truly, it’s the NGOs.”30 There was no consistency in 
what types of services people expected of government versus what they believed NGOs could 
provide, suggesting that people see both NGOs and governments as possible providers for a 
range of services and goods.  In all, the evidence demonstrates that the rural areas around Iquitos 
are what we might expect from governments under performing and NGOs stepping in to fill in 
the gaps: people generally prefer to work with NGOs over local government. 
NGO Impact on Demand for Water Services: Turning to rural water services 
specifically, both NGOs and local governments are very active.  In Iquitos, local governments 
have been involved in a variety of ways in rural water services.  Based on interviews with 
officials from three different local governments in the area, there does not appear to be any 
systematic plan for investment in rural water services.  Instead, investment appears to occur in 
two main ways: first, as a response from demands from communities for government assistance; 
                                                 
29
 Interview 1-1. 
30
 Interview 9-2. 
106 
and second, from offers of collaboration from NGOs who develop rural water projects.  In other 
words, in this study, all government involvement was based on demands or offers rather than the 
government approaching communities or NGOs to initiate projects.  I found government 
involvement in water services in fourteen of the nineteen communities in the study. Involvement 
ranged from providing all services to assisting with repairs or providing parts for the construction 
of systems. 
If NGOs are crowding out local government investment, we would see that after NGOs 
are involved in water services, governments are not.  Setting aside the instances of NGO-
government collaborative projects for the moment, I focus first on cases where NGOs provided 
communities with water systems without approaching the government for help.  I have eleven 
cases of communities who received water systems from NGOs.  In just over half of these cases, 
local governments became involved through demands from communities.   
Local government involvement occurred in one of two ways.  First, some of the NGOs 
required communities to participate in the provision of the water system through labor and 
through providing parts, usually a pump.  This approach is widely supported in the water and 
sanitation sector, and more generally in development agencies, because it increases the sense of 
ownership a community has over the system, acts as a signaling mechanism that communities are 
ready to participate in the creation and maintenance of the project, and facilitates participation 
that incorporates local preferences into projects (Marks & Davis, 2012; Prokopy, 2005).  In four 
cases, communities that were required to contribute portions of the project turned to local 
governments to procure the things they needed, such as building materials or a pump.  In one 
community, they mentioned that the NGO directly suggested that they approach the government 
for help.  So while the NGO has stated that it has no interest in collaborating with government, it 
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provided limited information for the community as to how they could approach government to 
request help. In a follow up interview with the NGO director, she said her organization is aware 
that local governments have a small amount of money set aside specifically for rural water 
services.  Her organization informs community partners about this fund and encourages them to 
seek support from the government specifically asking for support from that fund. 
The other way in which government became involved in NGO-built projects was through 
repairs.  For example, in the community of Urco Miraño, the system provided by the NGO failed 
to work not long after construction.  The community was unable to repair the broken pump or 
replace it (because it was an American pump), so they approached the local government for 
assistance in repairing the pump.  After several requests, the community brought the pump to the 
local government and a government technician attempted to repair it.  Unfortunately, the repair 
was only a temporary solution and the pump ceased to work not long after it was installed in the 
system again.   
In Irlanda, the community’s system was damaged by the unusually high flooding in 2012.  
They dismantled their system to save the integrity of the parts and by July of 2012 had still not 
reassembled it because they were having difficulty obtaining the materials to build the housing 
structure.   Appearing at the time to be another case of failure, a year later, the community had a 
freshly painted, newly assembled working water treatment system.  In the interim, they had 
approached the government for help in obtaining supplies for the housing structure of the plant 
and requested support from the NGO to correctly reassemble the water filtration system and 
pump and to train the new operators. 
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Figure 5.4  Ways in which NGO-provided systems spur government investment 
 
 
Suni Caño was another interesting example.  The interview happened to coincide with a 
day that the NGO that built the water system was visiting the community.  The system had 
stopped working because the community had failed to supply enough tubing to reach the river as 
the river levels dropped in the dry season.  The NGO representative spoke at length with the 
leader of the community, pointing out that they were contractually obligated to supply the piping.  
When the NGO asked how the community planned to fix the situation, they indicated that they 
will ask the government for help with the piping or work to save enough money to buy it 
themselves. 
On one hand, NGO investment sparked government investment in just over half of the 
cases.  So this is, perhaps, a matter of interpretation.  Yet the common assumption is that once an 
NGO provides a service, there is no role for government and these findings suggest this is not the 
case.  Instead, NGOs that arrive on the scene and offer support for constructing water systems 
are likely to indirectly stimulate investment for government assistance with water.  Their 
activities reduce the amount of the investment that governments need to make in order to help 
communities get access to water; instead of government constructing a pricey water system, they 
provide a small part or a limited quantity of wood and tools to make a project happen. 
NGO provide 
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(11 cases) 
Communities seek help for parts 
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This government investment in portions of rural water systems, as opposed to fronting the 
entire costs, is not just a story of how NGOs reduce financial costs for governments.  
Governments are more likely to invest in infrastructure projects than they are in services, but the 
smaller more defined requests are easier products to supply for communities.  Their results are 
more ‘visible’ since the time to produce them is more limited and fewer regulations and 
governmental ministries are involved in supplying small things like nails, pumps and tubing, as 
opposed to entire water systems that usually require multiple government agencies to be 
involved. 
Another way in which NGO activity might dampen demand for government assistance 
with drinking water needs is through networks.  It is possible that NGOs providing water service 
in one community may lead neighboring communities to request assistance of the same NGO, 
either redirecting demand for water services away from the government or perhaps never letting 
it arise in the first place.  Given the limitations of the study, I could not conduct a network 
analysis of the communities in the study.  Also, I found that many leaders did not have clear 
memories about how they originally got the idea to construct the water systems.  To test this 
theory I looked for more general evidence about how communities are affected by neighboring 
communities receiving a range of goods from NGOs.  In eight cases, communities mentioned 
that other communities have a good that they want (such as latrines, a bridge, or a medical post) 
that an NGO gave them.  Of these eight cases, six of them said that they plan to ask the 
government for this service and two mentioned trying to ask the same NGO. 
For example, in one community, the leader said that the things they need most are a road 
and a bridge.  When asked who she plans to ask for help in order to get these goods, she 
indicated that they will approach the government.  I followed up to ask if other communities like 
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theirs have a bridge and path, to which she listed two, both of which received them from an 
NGO.  When I asked her why she would approach the government instead of the NGO, she said 
that it was the government’s responsibility.  I followed up to ask if she could contact the NGO as 
well and she said “only if they come to visit.”31  
This is a key caveat to my findings.  NGOs don’t appear to reduce the demands people 
make on government in part because NGOs are not as accessible as governments are.  Everyone 
is aware that you can ask local governments for assistance via certain processes but most 
communities are at the mercy of NGOs’ visits.  Rural communities cannot call up NGOs or 
knock on their doors to ask for help in the same way they can with local governments.  Nearly 
everyone interviewed preferred NGO services but they were not very clear on how to get them.   
Similarly, there seems to be little connection between contact with NGOs and the 
frequency of contact with government with one exception.  Two communities seemed to have a 
high level of support from NGOs and in these cases the level of contact with government was 
relatively low.  The most striking example was Palmeras Dos, where requests for government 
help has dropped to nearly nothing since they have frequent visits from multiple NGOs.  This 
could suggest a certain threshold, where very high levels of contact with NGOs eventually divert 
demand away from government.  Yet setting aside these two outliers, there is no clear pattern 
between NGO contact and government contact.  Even in the possible case where NGOs contact 
is so frequent that making the trek to the local government to present a formal solicitation seems 
unnecessary, this effect could be off-set by the demand that is encouraged by NGOs when they 
encourage government contact or when neighboring communities see the services and projects 
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 Interview 11-1. 
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that the community receives from NGOs and turn to local governments for help in getting those 
for themselves. 
The Impact of NGOs on the Capacity of Government to Provide Rural Water Services 
These findings so far suggest that NGOs are not crowding out government involvement 
in rural water services.  The secondary question, however, is to what extent are NGOs helping to 
build the capacity of government to provide services?  The most notable help that NGOs are 
providing appears to be via reducing the costs of investment, requiring governments to only 
provide portions of rural water systems rather than entire systems.  This could be viewed as a 
positive impact, but for those that would argue that funding flows should go through 
governments instead of NGOs, it is not satisfactory metric for assessing the impact of NGOs on 
governments. 
The impact NGOs are having on government capacity is a less optimistic picture, at least 
at this point.  It was clear from the onset of this investigation that NGOs are collaborating, at 
least in some instances, with local governments.  There is a larger call in the water and sanitation 
sector for NGOs to begin collaborating with local governments but instances of in-depth 
collaboration are still rare in Iquitos.  Of the six NGOs that provided rural water services, three 
claimed to collaborate with local governments in their projects.  The extent of collaboration, 
however, rarely has the potential to impact government capacity.  In two of the three NGOs, 
governments are consulted such that they are informed of the project, but they are not required to 
provide resources for the project and as such, have little to do with the project besides their 
ability to claim some part in facilitating the outcome.  In one of these cases, the NGO says that 
they always work with local government because that helps the “government and the community 
to create a better connection” but in visiting one of the communities where the NGO has worked, 
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the community had no awareness that the NGO had collaborated with the government and said 
that the system was definitely provided only by the NGO.  This could imply that the community 
interpreted the work to only come from the NGO or it could signify that what the NGO claims to 
be doing in the name of good standards is different than what they actually do in the field.  
Regardless of which of these is the case, there is little impact on building government capacity 
save for the possibility that the NGO is at least informing the government of its activities. 
Along these lines, NGOs both provide information to government as to the needs of rural 
areas for water services and contribute to the confusion.  While local governments can learn of 
the needs of rural communities for water from census data and other government surveys, they 
primarily rely on gathering information about the needs of communities via requests for help 
from communities.  In some cases, NGOs informed the local government of communities’ needs 
through offers to collaborate.  Any NGO that provides rural water services without the 
collaboration of the government does not necessarily inform the local government about the 
project.  In the cases where governments have not been involved (either in a collaborative sense 
or through demands from the community), no community leader believed that the government 
was aware of their water system.  In fact, in one community, they had pursued getting a water 
treatment system from both the government and an NGO with whom they collaborated.  The 
NGO’s offer required them to provide a portion of the materials of the plant.  Around the same 
time, they received word that the government would construct a plant for them, without any such 
required participation of the community.  The community leader did not think that the offer from 
the government would have been granted if the community had disclosed the offer from the 
NGO.   
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While the opportunity clearly exists for local governments to leverage NGO resources, 
this does not appear to be happening in a purposeful or coordinated way.  Local governments 
could not tell me the names of NGOs providing rural water services that were not in formal 
partnership with the government.  The registry of NGOs is located at the regional government 
and this is not systematically shared with local governments.  Without support from the central 
government in the form of accountability for improving water access in rural areas, local 
governments have no reason to prioritize rural water over other services in a systematic way.  
Instead, they respond to specific community’s requests, which does not incentivize them to think 
strategically on cost efficiency and developing partnership with NGOs in order to create 
economies of scale.   
Therefore, when they determine that they are willing and able to invest in a rural water 
project, they work with the national Ministry of Finance and contract a local engineering 
company with experience in building infrastructure.  For example, in one local government, there 
was no water professional.  Instead, the person in charge of rural water was simply a coordinator 
who worked with engineering contractors to build water systems, roads and bridges.  This 
unfortunately leads to situations with inflated budgets.  For example, one rural water system 
supposedly cost the local government over $54,000 to construct, when in neighboring 
communities, water systems were being built for $10,000 by a local NGO that even included a 
post-construction support plan.  The reliance on contracted engineering firms also implies a 
focus on infrastructure creation rather than service delivery.  This is particularly problematic in 
rural water since systems are prone to break down, which can be avoided when appropriate 
governance structures are established and community participation is encouraged.  
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There seems, however, to be some hope of change in this regard.  The one NGO that 
already established collaboration with local governments is intent on expanding and deepening 
this collaboration (although what NGOs say they do and what they actually do with regard to 
partnerships can be very different).  Three months after collecting data, I was contacted by one of 
the local NGOs who wanted to tell me about their recent connection with the local government in 
their area.  The government approached them to create a partnership that would teach the 
government how to construct and implement lower-cost water treatment systems.  The NGO is 
also urging the government to think of creating a support network where the government would 
support the NGO to service the existing water systems in rural areas of the district.  One of the 
challenges expressed by the government at the initial meeting is that communities are asking for 
support and the government has no way of knowing if the community requests are valid and 
workable.   
Should this partnership successfully take hold, it would be an example of collaboration 
even under circumstances that do not systematically encourage it.  The NGO that has developed 
a refined model for building low cost systems that have more resilience over time could 
incorporate their innovation in government investment.  Whether this partnership can overcome 
the challenge of designing a collaboration that capitalizes on each other’s’ strengths and can 
endure the upcoming mayoral election remains to be seen.   
Overall, NGOs appear to be creating more chaos in the patchwork of systems they have 
built throughout the area, than painting a clearer picture of needs for the governments to be able 
to engage.  The impact on resources is also a mixed effect.  One perspective is that NGOs are 
sparking government engagement in rural water services by providing avenues for government to 
invest in smaller portions of the projects rather than having to provide finances for the entire 
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system.  Yet, if we were to look at data on how NGO presence affects government investment, 
these findings would imply that total government investment might actually decrease as a result 
of NGO activity.  Governments built four plants in this study, three of which were enormously 
expensive and were non-functional.  So if we look at total investment, NGOs may appear to 
decrease government spending on rural water if they encourage smaller investment rather than 
the large (inflated budget) construction projects.  But if you look at the number of communities 
receiving support for rural water services, NGOs actually increase government engagement and 
support.  This is important because it implies that the macro findings might look very different 
when in reality, they could be reflecting the same story.   
Conclusion 
This chapter finds that the most serious concern about NGOs – that they weaken local 
governments by letting them off the hook – is overstated.  Contrary to assertions that NGOs 
undermine or threaten the role local governments play in communities, this research shows that 
NGOs are still stimulating demand for government engagement.  Of the 19 communities 
surveyed, all of which have had contact with NGOs, there is little evidence that the relationship 
between communities and local governments is weakened as a result of the amount of NGO 
involvement in communities.  Looking specifically at the case of rural water services, NGOs 
have provoked government provision of services either directly through invitations to collaborate 
or indirectly, as communities contact governments for help in more limited ways to supplement 
or fix NGO-supported water systems. 
The fact that NGOs are not displacing local governments is somewhat contingent on the 
fact that communities have limited opportunities to make requests of NGOs.  Unlike local 
governments, communities are usually unsure of how to contact NGOs.  They primarily wait for 
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their visits since rarely do they know where the NGOs’ offices are.  The process for making 
requests of local government, on the other hand, is well known, even if it is arduous and the 
probability of receiving help is sometimes low.     
This chapter ties into a debate that is emerging within the water and sanitation sector 
about what the role of NGOs in achieving the “post-2015” goals or “Sustainable Development 
Goals” around water and sanitation should be.  More scrutiny is being cast on NGOs building 
water systems in rural areas around the world due to the short-comings of NGO approaches and 
the new challenge in the post-2015 goals of universal access to drinking water.  If we are to 
achieve universal access, particularly in rural areas, many argue that greater involvement of local 
governments in necessary.  Julia Bucknall, Head of Water at the World Bank, argued that, “In 
the long run, responsibility for WASH service sustainability lies with government.  Therefore, 
governments should be involved in WASH interventions…NGOs must not go it alone, because 
the key to scalability is not to be isolated in the implementation of the project.  They should not 
bypass systems, but be part of the consultation.”  These arguments of engaging government are 
not new for NGOs in general but they are newer in the WASH sector and instances of NGOs 
continuing to “go it alone” are quite frequent (Foseca and Diaz 2008).   
Based on the findings in this chapter, concerns about NGOs “going it alone” are valid in 
the sense that NGO interventions lead to a dotted map of communities with access to water with 
no systematic plan to reach other communities and with many communities living without any 
safety net of support should their water system break down.   The current picture for those 
communities outside of Iquitos, in the Amazon, that do have water systems is an assortment of 
technological designs and a wide variety of governance systems that make it very difficult to 
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keep the systems running in the long term if NGOs fail to support communities more than a year 
after systems are built.   
NGOs are not keeping government from engaging – far from it.  But so far they are not 
building government’s ability to independently deliver water systems to a wider set of 
communities either.  This patchwork result and the fact that governments continue to rely on an 
infrastructure-based approach that inflates the cost of systems, ignores behavior change training, 
and provides no post-construction support indicates that universal access in this area is 
unrealistic in the near future.  Suggesting that NGOs should collaborate with governments misses 
a crucial point: there is a vacuum of higher level support to incentivize collaboration.  National 
governments need to facilitate cooperation between local governments and NGOs and they need 
to push local governments to achieve universal access.  
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Chapter 6: Conclusion  
Throughout this dissertation, I have explored the ways in which NGOs are impacting the 
responsiveness of local governments in developing countries, in their incentives and abilities to 
provide basic services, particularly to the poor.  I have argued that despite the tendency to see 
NGOs as apolitical entities active in helping the needy throughout the world, NGOs have very 
real ramifications for local political landscapes.   NGOs can both increase and decrease the 
probability that local governments will deliver services.  These contradictory influences emerge 
in the ways that NGOs influence citizens’ attitudes and behavior toward local government, which 
in turn shapes incentives for local government to invest in basic services, versus the ways that 
NGOs can directly affect local governments’ ability to provide services.  This chapter serves to 
review my argument and key findings, which follow directly below.  I then apply these 
conclusions to the case of rural water services and the challenges to come in regards to universal 
access.  Lastly, I explore future directions for my research and conclude with some final 
thoughts. 
Argument and Key Findings 
Individually, each chapter has explored an aspect of the direct and indirect effects of 
NGOs on government responsiveness.  I began by making the case that NGOs have the capacity 
to influence the responsiveness of local governments and that the existing research on NGOs has 
strongly differing opinions as whether this influence is positive or negative for local 
governments.  I offered a nuanced argument to these opposing claims: on the whole, NGOs help 
to build a stronger relationship between citizens and government but in many cases they do little 
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to improve the ability of governments to respond to citizens’ needs, and in some cases they make 
it more difficult for governments to engage in efficient, sustainable service delivery.  
In chapter three, to test my argument and the dissonant claims of NGO scholars, I began 
with an analysis of the impact of NGO contact on attitudes and behavior of citizens toward local 
governments across Latin American countries.  Exploiting a unique opportunity to analyze the 
effect of NGOs across countries provided by the 2005 Latinobarometer, I aimed to test three 
main questions.  First, what is the effect of contact with NGO on trust in and contact with local 
governments?  Second, are the relationships observed an outcome of NGOs impact or a selection 
effect of the types of people who have contact with NGOs?  Lastly, are the effects of NGO 
contact conditional on national contexts, explaining the contradictory claims in the literature.  I 
find that contact with NGOs is significantly related to trust in and contact with local government.  
While the effect of NGOs on contact with local government is robust to all contexts, the effect of 
NGOs on trust in government is not robust to all countries.  I find that NGO contact is associated 
with greater trust in local government where governments are performing relatively more poorly, 
both in the quality of the bureaucracy and the quality of elections.  I find that these relationships 
remain even after conducting matching analysis to account for the non-random occurrence of 
NGO contact.  Overall, I take this as evidence that the claims about NGOs undermining the 
legitimacy of governments and leading to weaker contact between citizens and government are 
wrong.  While NGOs do not always lead to more trusting attitudes toward local government, 
under no condition could I find evidence that they decrease trust.  Moreover, under all 
conditions, NGOs are related to more contact with local government – a result that is consistent 
with my findings in following chapters.  The data do not permit a more detailed look at the kinds 
of NGOs with which people have contact, allowing only the conclusion that contact with NGOs, 
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be they service delivery NGOs, NGOs explicitly engaged in political mobilization or NGOs 
collaborating with governments to help citizens, is helping to build stronger ties between citizens 
and government rather than undermine them. 
The fourth chapter explores the relationship between contact with NGOs and citizens’ 
attitudes and behavior more closely in a context where, according to the NGO skeptics, we are 
most likely to see NGOs undermine the relationship between citizens and government.  Using 
original household survey data gathered in poor peri-urban and rural areas of the Peruvian 
Amazon, a context where service delivery NGOs are abundant and local government service 
provision is weak, I test whether NGO contact changes preferences in service delivery, and 
moreover, if it decreases contact with local government.  I find that people generally believe 
NGOs outperform local governments and prefer to receive services from NGOs rather than 
governments.  This shift, however, does not translate to less contact with local governments.  
Instead, I find that NGO contact is associated with more contact with local government.  Relying 
on qualitative approaches, I find that this effect is mainly related to the unpredictable nature of 
NGOs in communities.  While NGO services require less work for communities, are more 
reliable and faster, people do not have a consistent link to NGOs such that they can ask for help 
with all of the needs of their community.  
Finally, in chapter five, I build upon these findings implementing a case study on the 
ways in which NGOs delivering water services in rural areas affect government investment in 
rural water services.  I interviewed 44 individuals, including local government officials, NGO 
representatives and leaders from 19 communities in rural areas outside of Iquitos, Peru.  With 
regards to the impact of NGOs on attitudes and behavior toward local government, my 
qualitative findings support those of the previous chapters.  Specifically regarding water services, 
121 
I find that NGOs encourage governments to invest in water services in more communities.  This 
occurs in four ways.  First, some NGOs have initiated collaborative projects with local 
governments, encouraging (or at least fast-tracking) government investment in water 
infrastructure.  Second, some NGOs require communities to provide parts for treatment plants 
and often directly encourage communities to approach local governments for help in covering 
these costs.  Third, some water systems constructed by NGOs have failed at various points and 
local communities have pressed local governments for help with repairs.  And lastly, I have some 
suggestive evidence that NGO investments in water systems in some communities stimulate 
interest in other communities for similar services, for which communities are likely to approach 
government.   
Unfortunately, while NGOs are stimulating investment, albeit by way of smaller amounts 
rather than the large infrastructure investments governments pursue when working alone, they 
are also leaving the long-term sustainability question unanswered, often leaving communities 
with only local government as a source of support for fixing broken systems.  The variety of 
different technical designs and project approaches leaves a chaotic landscape for governments to 
negotiate.   
In sum, I believe the argument that NGOs undermine the citizen-government relationship 
can be laid to rest.  While the impact of NGOs on opinions about local governments is somewhat 
complicated (people prefer NGO services but also tend to have higher levels of trust in local 
government as a result of contact with NGOs), NGOs are consistently associated with more 
contact with local government.  The main issue with NGOs is not that they undermine 
accountability or diminish the legitimacy of the state.  Instead, the debate about NGOs needs to 
center on the role they play in the trajectory of development and the ability for all people to have 
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their basic needs met in a permanent way.  I emphasize “all” and “permanent” as they are the 
most difficult challenges in development, particularly in regards to basic services like drinking 
water.  While NGOs may establish a degree of permanence in developing countries, as the non-
profit sector thrives in the United States, the consistent delivery of services to even the hardest to 
reach areas will require coordination and accountability that is beyond the capacity of NGOs 
alone.  As Andersson (2013, p. 229) points out, local governments are “uniquely positioned” to 
provide services because they are subject to national mandates, they are fairly stable in their 
presence, and there are sustainable structures that make them accountable to citizens. 
Policy Implications for Rural Water 
It is easy to dismiss government provision of basic services as an ideal and focus on the 
short-term needs of people, an approach of many NGOs, particularly in the water sector.  While 
there is certainly a role for NGOs, those that are oriented towards one-off projects or even 
services that do not affect the institutional context in which the poor live, waste critical 
opportunities and even in some cases set-back communities’ development by leaving behind 
broken wells and unfulfilled promises. As Korten presciently argued in 1987, NGOs need to,  
“exert greater leadership in addressing dysfunctional aspects of the policy and 
institutional setting of the villages and sectors within which they work. This 
means moving to a third generation strategy in which the focus is on facilitating 
sustainable changes in these settings on a regional or even national basis. It will 
likely mean less direct involvement at the village level for these particular NGOs, 
and more involvement with a variety of public and private organizations that 
control resources and policies that bear on local development” (Korten, 1987, p. 
149). 
 
One approach to this problem is to ensure that service provision, particularly in critical areas like 
water, be tied to government.  This does not imply that governments must be the ones to deliver 
services.  Instead, local governments would need to be engaged in the decision to provide 
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services by allocating even minimal resources such as personnel to coordinate and work with 
NGOs and other providers to support equitable and sustainable investments. A key caveat, 
however, is that the most critical goal of users having a voice in solving public problems cannot 
be assumed to be met with local government service provision.  Indeed, one key finding of this 
research project is that NGO-driven governance can help to bolster the position of citizens in 
their interactions with government.  Yet, NGO provision of services is an area of real concern in 
cases where the future activity of NGOs is uncertain.  When NGOs move on to new communities 
or funding flows end, communities are often left with no other option by local government.  This 
is why many rural water experts argue for the necessity of local government involvement.      
The Sustainable Development Goal that will focus on universal access to basic drinking 
water by 2030 shed some light on the challenges of NGOs and local governments in service 
delivery (WHO/UNICEF, 2013).  Behind this goal are two fundamental challenges.  The first is 
extending first-time access to everyone and the second is ensuring that the existing water systems 
continue to function.  These dual goals of access and sustainability have key implications with 
regards to the role of NGOs and governments in service delivery.  Both NGOs and local 
governments face limitations in achieving these goals. 
NGOs can be a key source of progress in rural water.  At the same time, NGOs “cherry-
pick” the communities with which to work, not only by tending to select communities that are 
easier to access, but also by identifying communities that are more organized, as discussed in the 
second chapter.  For example, one of the NGOs featured in my research requires communities to 
sign a contract in which the community promises to provide a portion of the costs (usually the 
wood, labor, and even all or some of the cost of the pump) and to maintain the system by 
attending operator trainings, charging for water, and creating an elected water committee.  The 
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NGO is aware that communities that do not participate are not likely to go the extra mile to 
maintain the system for very long.  So the communities that can provide the signal of a sufficient 
level of organization and commitment are the ones that get the help of the NGO, which provides 
the expertise, a highly subsidized water treatment system and limited ongoing support.  The 
majority of the communities working with this NGO have found a way to keep their systems 
running, fix them when they break, and rebuild them when they flood.   
This example is reflective of what scholars and practitioners generally believe: two things 
we know work best in for community-managed rural water projects are community ownership 
and participation (Marks & Davis, 2012; Prokopy, 2005).  But what of the communities who 
cannot give credible signals of participating in projects?  Achieving universal access will require 
a deviation away from the key approaches in rural water upon which NGOs rely.    
Local government provision of rural water services poses critical challenges for 
universal, sustainable access as well.  The water systems built by local governments in my 
research were nearly all failures, with the one exception of El Dorado.  The example of San 
Alejandro provides important insights as to why government systems fail.  The community of 
San Alejandro had made repeated requests of the local government that were finally granted in 
2010.  However, no construction was initiated so the community was forced to pressure the 
government with more visits to get them to follow through on the commitment.  The local leader 
said that the government only responded when they publicly chastised the government for their 
failure to follow through at a public meeting.  The government contracted an engineering firm 
and plant construction was finished two years after their request was granted.  Today, a 
weathered sign announcing the project, detailing the costs and actors involved, sits leaning 
against the side of the community school house.  The sign lists the total cost as $152,127.83 soles 
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(around $54,000), a rather large commitment on the part of the local government.  The payoff for 
the community, however, has not yet materialized.  The plant functioned for just over a month 
until the gasoline to run the pump ran out.  The community has been unable to organize itself to 
keep the plant running.  
In San Alejandro, as in the other cases of failure of the government rural water plants, 
there was no training of operators, no finalization of a community governance structure, such as 
a water committee, no behavior training to increase demand for the water, and no requirement on 
the part of the communities to contribute a portion of the projects.  The key problem for 
governments is that they face incentives to focus on infrastructure, rather than service delivery. 
From the demand side, communities are more likely to pressure government for goods than 
improvement in services.  For example, in her work in Mexico, Grindle (2007, p. 141) found 
“there was a paucity of effective citizen mobilization around accountability issues.  In the 
municipalities studied, most citizens had an extractive relationship with government rather than 
one based on their rights as citizens to demand good performance…committees formed to plan 
municipal investments or to oversee the construction of a clinic or a road did not subsequently 
oversee the management of the clinic or the maintenance of the road” (see also Banerjee, 
Banerji, Duflo, Glennerster, & Khemani, 2010). There may also be better preference 
convergence between what citizens want and the priorities of public officials around 
infrastructure than services (Azfar, 2007).  From the supply side, local government may favor 
infrastructure investment instead of services, not only because the results are more visible to 
voters (Mani & Mukand, 2007) but also because infrastructure provides more rent-seeking 
opportunities (Avellaneda, 2013; Mauro, 1998; Olken, 2005).  Shifting local government 
investment away from project-based, infrastructure approaches will be a serious challenge.  
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NGOs can help build critical citizen political participation and play a crucial role in helping local 
governments develop more robust, sustainable and equitable water services.   
Future Directions 
The conclusions I draw from the focus on rural water services and the dissertation as a 
whole point to a number of future directions I would like to pursue to advance the research on 
the effect of NGOs on local government responsiveness.  My empirical tests are strongest 
regarding the way NGOs influence the attitudes and behaviors of citizens and are weakest in 
testing the way NGOs influence government decisions to invest in basic services.  This is an area 
in which to expand, analyzing how the injection of NGO resources shapes spending habits of 
local governments. Unfortunately, this is beyond the realm of possibility in Peru for the moment 
where the NGO registry is so sparse and inaccessible that it necessitates collecting data from 
alternative sources.  Yet, in other countries with more helpful national agencies for NGOs or 
international cooperation this may be a more promising approach.   
Given the importance of collaboration between local governments and NGOs, a priority 
for future research is identifying the conditions under which local governments collaborate with 
NGOs, and, moreover, under what conditions these collaborations are successful.  The national 
coordination of NGOs is particularly important in order to facilitate such collaboration.  There is 
very little data about the coordination of NGOs but some general information about the rules 
requiring NGOs to register is available, as is (at least on a limited basis) the national registries of 
NGOs.  One approach could be to sample the registries and develop measures for the length of 
time it takes to register.  It could also be helpful to randomly sample local governments to see if 
they have lists and if the NGOs of which they are aware are listed on the national government’s 
registry.   
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Final Thoughts 
In the development of my ideas and at the beginning of the project, I was intrigued by the 
arguments about NGOs undermining the state as they roll into town with relatively large 
resources giving local governments an excuse to disengage.  In my field work, I was quickly 
impressed by many of the local government officials I met, many of whom were passionate 
about helping their communities.  They face incredible constraints, however, in doing so, 
including short deadlines, a paucity of resources, and a lack of information about how to achieve 
the change they want to see.  While I have the opportunity of attending conferences and reading 
a barrage of papers on the best ways to extend access to drinking water and improved sanitation, 
the government officials I met had little exposure to these ideas and were doing the absolute best 
they could in a low-information environment.  While there are obviously reasons why NGOs and 
governments do not collaborate, it is clear to me that local government and NGOs who have the 
expertise in particular areas, such as water and sanitation, need to operate with an eye towards 
the future by engaging with the institutional structures, rather than avoiding them.  While the 
Millennium Development Goals, and the new Sustainable Development Goals are helpful in 
motivating resources and attention to the needs of the poor, the effort to count taps and toilets to 
measure success toward to the goal of universal access can easily lead NGOs and governments to 
misplace their efforts to the short-run as opposed to the long-run goals of change.   
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Appendix 
Summary Statistics for Chapter 3 
Table 7.1  Individual Level Summary Statistics 
Variable N Mean Std. 
Dev. 
Range 
Trust in local government: “Please look at this card and tell me how much 
confidence you have in [local government]: a lot (3), some (2), a little (1) or 
no confidence (0).” 
19715 1.197 0.978 0-3 
Contact with local government: “In the past three years, for you or your 
family, in order to solve problems that affect you in your neighborhood 
with the authorities, have you contacted local government?” 
Yes/No 
20222 0.285 0.452 0-1 
Contact with NGOs: “In the past three years, have you or your family, in 
order to solve problems that affect you in your neighborhood with the 
authorities, a contacted non-government organization?”  
Yes/No 
20222 0.225 0.417 0-1 
Rating of economy: “In general, how would you describe the present 
economic situation of the country? Would you say that it is very good (4), 
good (3), about average (2), bad (1), or very bad (0)?” 
20102 1.522 0.892 0-4 
Rating of public institutions: “Generally, which would you say that is 
your opinion on the operation of the public institutions?  
Very good (4), good (3), fair (2), bad (1), very bad (0) 
19554 1.869 0.865 0-4 
Aware of corruption: “Have you or someone in your family known of a 
corrupt act in the last 12 months?” 
Yes/No 
19872 0.203 0.402 0-1 
Interpersonal Trust: “Generally speaking, would you say that you can 
trust most people, or that you can never be too careful when dealing with 
others?” 
Can’t be too careful (0), can trust (1) 
19629 0.197 0.397 0-1 
Member of a civil society organization: This measure is a dichotomous 
measure based on a battery of questions asking if respondents are members, 
actively participate or donate to any of the following organizations: sports 
and recreational clubs; musical, artistic or educational groups; unions; 
professional or trade associations; consumer groups; international, 
development or human rights groups; environmental or animal rights 
groups; charity or social service clubs; organizations for senior citizens; 
religious groups; political groups or parties; neighborhood or community 
groups; or other.  Membership in any group is coded as 1. 
20222 0.461 0.498 0-1 
Community activism: “How frequently do you work for an issue that 
affects you or your community?” 
Never (0), almost never (1), frequently (2), very frequently (4) 
19839 0.595 0.893 0-3 
Ideology: “In politics, people normally speak of left and right. On a scale 
where 0 is left and 10 is right, where would you place yourself?” 
0-10 
15898 5.337 2.875 0-10 
Newspaper: “How many days during the last week did you read the news 
in a paper?” 
Responses: none-7 days 
18771 1.697 2.350 0-7 
Education: Categories of education levels are none(0), 1-8 years (1), 9-12 
years or incomplete/complete high school (2), more than high school (3)   
20222 1.478 0.823 0-3 
Age: “What is your age?”  20222 39.283 16.376 16-96 
Gender: Female (1), male (0) 20222 0.509 0.500 0-1 
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Income: Income is broken into quintiles of wealth based on a factor score 
of income derived from owning or having the following amenities: color 
television, refrigerator, own home, computer, washing machine, telephone, 
mobile phone, car, holiday home, drinking water, hot water, connection to 
the sewage system.  
19663 2.997 1.417 1-5 
Unemployed: “What is your current occupational situation?” 
Out of work (1), self-employed, public company, private company, 
retired, work at home, or student (0) 
20222 0.066 0.249 0-1 
Indigenous: “What is your mother tongue?”  
Spanish (0), Portuguese (0), indigenous language (1), other (0) 
20222 0.073 0.260 0-1 
Rural-Urban: Respondents coded as living in rural areas (1) if town/city is 
under 5,000 people.  Urban areas (0) are above 5,000. 
20222 0.149 0.356 0-1 
 
Table 7.2  Country Level Summary Statistics 
Variable Countries Mean Std. Dev. Range 
Bureaucratic quality  18 1.365 0.670 0.58-2.89 
Party Institutionalization 18 1.768 0.291 1.29-2.61 
Average contact with NGOs 18 0.223 0.087 0.13-0.45 
GDP per capita 18 3526.087 2217.554 843.29-8097.42 
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Summary Statistics for Chapter 4 
Table 8.1  Survey Summary Statistics 
Variable N Mean Std. 
Dev. 
Range 
Preference for NGO versus government services:  Who helps most in 
your community?  NGOs (1), the government (-1), or both (0)?  If the 
respondent volunteered neither, this was recorded but not volunteered as 
an answer.  In the measure used in the models for this chapter, these 
observations are dropped. 
327 0 0.735 -1-1 
Contact with local government: In the last three years, have you attended 
a meeting or spoken with a local government official? 
360 0.228 0.420 0-1 
NGO contact: The measure is a dichotomous measure capturing various 
types of contact with NGOs based on the following questions: 
Non-governmental organizations (or NGOs) are considered to be 
an organization or group that is not part of the government that 
works on social issues, such as education or nutrition.  With this 
description, can you name an NGO with which you or someone 
in your community has worked?  
Have you or someone in your family received benefits or services 
from an NGO in the last three years? 
In the last year, have you or someone in your family attended a 
meeting with an NGO? 
In the last year, how many times have you or someone in your 
family spoken with an NGO? 
364 0.635 0.482 0-1 
Age 366 38.757 15.088 18-92 
Gender: coded 1 for female 350 0.654 0.476 0-1 
Education: What was the last year of education you completed? 363 7.264 3.883 0-18 
Rural: This measure is based off of distance from or access to the city.  
Communities that are more than 30 minutes from the city are coded as 
rural.  I did not use a population measure because I did not have accurate 
population data and because the communities further from the city are all 
under 500 people (so there are no large communities far away from the 
city in this sample) and many of communities in peri-urban areas have 
small populations simply due to the boundaries of the neighborhood.  In 
all 18 of the 33 communities are rural.  
368 0.625 0.485 0-1 
Interpersonal trust:  Now, speaking of this community, would you say 
that people from your community are very trustworthy (3), somewhat 
trustworthy (2), very little trustworthy (1), not trustworthy (0)? 
365 2.320 0.757 0-4 
Income:  This is a quintile of income levels based on a factor score of 
household assets, which include radio, television, boat, motorcycle, 
refrigerator, cellular phone, animals and electrical generator. 
364 2.824 1.345 1-5 
Political knowledge: Respondents received a mean score of correct 
answers to four survey questions: What is the name of the district mayor? 
How many years do mayors serve in a term?  What is the name of the 
process to revoke a mayor from office? How long does the president of the 
country serve in a term? 
363 0.641 0.300 0-1 
Ratings of government services:  Would you say that the services the 
municipal government is giving this community are very good (4), good 
(3), neither good nor bad (2), bad (1) or very bad (0)? 
360 2.172 1.119 0-4 
 
